
1 What is HIV and AIDS?
HIV stands for Human Immunodeficiency Virus.

AIDS stands for Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome.

HIV is a virus that attacks your immune system. Over time, your immune system

may grow weak and you can become sick with different illnesses. After time, your

immune system will no longer be able to defend your body from infections,

diseases or cancers that can kill you. This advanced stage of the HIV disease is

called AIDS.

How many Canadians are infected with HIV?
It is difficult to know the exact number of Canadians infected with HIV because

many people have not been tested for HIV or have been tested anonymously. The

latest research shows that there are approximately 49,800 people living with HIV in

Canada. Of this number, about 15,000 do not know that they are HIV positive.

Each year in Canada, there are about 4,200 new infections.

The trend of the epidemic is changing dramatically. Before 1999, the proportion of

new infections caused by injection drug use (IDU) had steadily increased from 2%

during 1981-1983 to 24% between 1987-1990 and to 47% in 1996. However, in 1999

that the proportion dropped to 34%. On the other hand, the proportion of new

infections in men who have sex with men (MSM) showed a steady decline from

over 80% in 1981-1983 to 30% in 1996. Recently, however, there has been a sharp

increase in the proportion of new infections in MSM to 38% in 2000. The

proportion of new infections in heterosexuals has increased steadily in the last two

decades, reaching 21% of the new infections in 2000. Women represented 14% of

the HIV infections in 2000, compared to 11% in 1996 (see Question 4 “Who can get

HIV or AIDS?”).

The Canadian HIV/AIDS
Clearinghouse, a program of the

Canadian Public Health Association
(CPHA), provides information

resources on HIV prevention, care
and treatment as well as a range of

other HIV/AIDS information. 

These resources are provided primarily to
individuals and organizations working in

the areas of HIV/AIDS health and
education, as well as those infected and

affected by HIV/AIDS. We do not endorse,
recommend or advocate any specific

approach to HIV treatment. This material
is not intended as a substitute for the

advice of a health professional. Decisions
about particular medical treatments

should always be made in consultation
with a qualified medical practitioner

knowledgeable about HIV-related illness
and the treatment in question. While we

update our material regularly, users should
be aware that information changes

rapidly. Material obtained through the
Clearinghouse may not necessarily be the

most current information available. The
resources could include technical

inaccuracies or typographical errors.
Changes are periodically added to the

information herein: these changes will be
incorporated into new editions of the

publication. We recommend that you see
your health professional for advice on

specific questions relating to your health.
We urge users to consult a broad range of

information and/or contact us at 1-877-
999-7740 for more details. Users relying
on this information do so entirely at their

own risk. The Clearinghouse and CPHA do
not accept any responsibility for damage

that may result from the use or misuse of
this information. 

The views expressed herein are solely
those of the authors and do not

necessarily reflect the official policies or
positions of the Canadian HIV/AIDS

Clearinghouse, the Canadian Public Health
Association or Health Canada. 
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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS ABOUT HIV/AIDS



How many Canadians have AIDS?
Approximately 17,000 people in Canada have been diagnosed with AIDS. This

number doesn’t include people who are infected with HIV but have not yet

become sick.

There have been 11,748 reported deaths due to AIDS in Canada. Since 1995, the

number of reported AIDS deaths each year has declined, with a 92.5% drop in

1999 as compared to 1995. This is probably due to improved HIV treatment

(medication) which delays the onset of AIDS.

Are there general trends?
The number of AIDS cases reported and the number of AIDS-related deaths each

year is dropping (due to improved treatment). But the number of HIV infections is

still rising and more people from a variety of different population groups are being

infected.

Remember, behaviours and activities that put you at risk for HIV infection also put

you at risk for infection by other viruses. Co-infection (having more than one

illness at one time) rates are increasing in Canada, particularly for HIV and

hepatitis C, with approximately 11,200 people infected with both viruses (see

Question 29 “Is there a connection between HIV and hepatitis C?”).

For more information, contact your local AIDS service organization or health

care practitioner.
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