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AIDS -- ACQUIRED IMMUNE DEFICIENCY
SYNDROME

AIDS is in the news almost every day. Some reports
tell about the deadly sickness. Others describe attempts
to develop treatments. And others report the
continuing increase in-death and tragedy caused by the
spreading virus. Here, we will discuss this worldwide
problem and the efforts of researchers to treat it.

AIDS is a life-threatening sickness that attacks the
body's natural defense system against disease. It can
destroy the body's ability to protect itself.

AIDS itself does not kill. But because the body's
defense system is damaged, the patient has little ability
to fight off many other diseases -- including pneumonia,
cancer, blindness and mental disorders.

The World Health Organization says as many as 10-
million persons worldwide may have the virus that
causes AIDS. Experts believe about 350-thousand
persons have the disease. And one-million more may
get it in the next five years. In the United States, about
50,000 persons have died with AIDS. The country's top
medical official says more than 90 percent of all
Americans who had the AIDS virus five years ago are
dead.

There is no cure for AIDS and no vaccine medicine to
prevent it. However, researchers know much more
about AIDS than they did just a few years ago. We now
know that AIDS is caused by a virus. The virus invades
healthy cells, including white blood cells that are part of
our defense system against disease. It takes control of
the healthy cell's genetic material and forces the cell to
make a copy of the virus. The cell then dies. And the
vi;‘al particles move on to invade and kill more healthy
cells.

The AIDS virus is carried in a person's body fluids.
The virus can be passed sexually or by sharing
instruments used to take intravenous drugs. It alsocan
be passed in blood products or from a pregnant woman
with AIDS to her developing baby.
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Many stories about the spread of AIDS are false. You
cannot get AIDS by working or attending school with
someone who has the disease. You cannot get it by
touching drinking glasses or other objects used by such
persons. Experts say no one has gotten AIDS by living
with, caring for or touching an AIDS patient.

There are several warning signs of an AIDS
infection. They include always feeling tired,
unexplained weight loss and the uncontrolled expulsion
of body wastes. Other warning signs are the appearance
of white areas on the mouth, dark red areas of skin that
do not disappear and a higher than normal body
temperature. ‘

However, just becatlse you have one or more of these
conditions does not mean you have AIDS. Always go to
a doctor or health center for a complete examination.
The doctor may give you an AIDS blood test.

When a virus enters the body, the body's defenses
against disease produce antibodies to fight the virus.
The test shows if the body has produced antibodies to
the AIDS virus. Results of the test are known after a
few hours. The test tells only if your body has produced
AIDS antibodies. It cannot tell if you have AIDS or if
you will ever get the disease. In December (1988), the
United States government approved a simpler and
faster AIDS blood test. The newer test can confirm the
presence of the AIDS antibodies in about five minutes.

Only a few drugs have been approved for use in the
United States as AIDS treatments. In 1984, health
officials approved the drug pentamidine for use by
persons with AIDS-related pneumonia. AIDS-related
pneumonia is the most common cause of death in AIDS
patients. Three years later, the drug AZT became the
first drug approved for general use in the United States
against the AIDS virus itself. Tests have shown that
AZT can extend the life of persons with AIDS or
sicknesses linked to AIDS. The tests show that a
patient's chance of living longer is greatest when
treatment is started early. _

A third drug was approved in December (1988). The
drug, alpha interferon, is a protein found naturally in
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the human body in small amounts. Large amounts can
be made in the laboratory. Health officials say alpha
interferon can be used to treat Kaposi's sarcoma, a
cancer common in AIDS patients.

American officials announced in February (1989)
that they will permit the use of a treatment before all
tests of its effectiveness were completed. The treatment
uses aerosol pentamidine, a gaseous form of
pentamidine. Early tests showed that the use of aerosol
pentamidine lowers a patient's chance of developing
AIDS-related pneumonia. Some researchers say the
treatment may have harmful side effects. Others
dispute the finding.

There recently was some bad news for patients who
depend on the small number of approved AIDS
treatments. Doctors in the United States found
evidence that some patients are developing viruses that
oppose, or resist, the treatments. In the most serious
example, drug-resistant forms of the AIDS virus were
found in persons receiving AZT. Many researchers said
they are not surprised by the finding.

Viruses and bacteria usually become resistant to
drugs through changes in genetic information. These
genetic changes permit the viruses and bacteria to
survive in the presence of a drug that normally would
kill them.

Scientists are working on a number of possible new
AIDS drugs. Experts say one of the most promising is
called CD-4. It is a man-made copy of a protein that
appears naturally on some of our major disease-fighting
cells,

Doctors say the AIDS virus usually begins its attack
by linking to the protein cover of disease-fighting cells.
They hope the CD-4 drug will block this link. They hope
the AIDS virus will link instead to the CD-4. The virus
then would not be able to attack real cells.

In one study, CD-4 was given to six Rhesus monkeys.
Four of the animals had the simian immunodeficiency
virus, or SIV. SIV is similar to the AIDS virus, and
attacks CD-4 molecules.. Two weeks later, researchers
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