FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS ABOUT HIV/AIDS
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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 warking 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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I am over 50.
Does HIV affect me?

Yes! HIV affects people of all ages. You, your spouse or your sex partner(s) could

have HIV infection or be at risk for infection.

How many older adults are HIV-positive?

Between 1985 and 2000, close to 3,500 people 50 years of age and older tested
positive for HIV infection in Canada. Another estimated 15,000 people in Canada
are HIV-positive and don’t know it because they have not been tested. If you don’t
know you are HIV positive, you aren’t getting the treatments that delay the
development of AIDS, and you could also be putting your sexual partner(s) at risk

for HIV infection.

Am I too old to be HIV positive or at risk for HIV?
No, viruses don’t pay attention to age—no one is ever too old to become infected
with HIV. HIV is not just a young person’s infection. Anyone can become infected
with HIV by:
m  having unprotected sex with someone who is HIV positive or whose HIV
status you do not know
m  sharing needles or syringes to inject drugs/medications/steroids/vitamins,
or when having acupuncture, skin piercing or tattoos
= having a blood transfusion or organ transplant (this risk is now almost non-

existent because, since 1985, blood products are screened for HIV).

Older women may be at an increased risk of HIV infection because they may have
thinner vaginal walls and less vaginal lubrication. Sexual intercourse is likely to
cause small cuts or tears, which can be a way for HIV to get into their blood

system.



Wouldn’t my doctor know if I or my partner was HIV-positive?
Not necessarily. Many people believe that older people don’'t have sex. This is not
the case—many older adults continue to be sexually active. Doctors and other care
providers who assume that older adults are not sexually active or are unaware of
an older adult’s needle use may fail to recognize symptoms of HIV, or may believe

that the symptoms are just signs of aging.

Is treatment effective for older adults?
Yes. Although there is no cure for HIV, there are HIV treatments that slow down the

progress of HIV and fight the infections that cause AIDS.

How can I protect myself and others from HIV infection?

m  Use safer sex practices every time you have sex (see Question 11 “How do I
have sex more safely?”).

m  Don't share needles or syringes. If new needles or syringes are not available,
you can clean them with bleach and water by rinsing them twice with bleach,
leaving the bleach in the needle for 30 seconds at a time, the rinsing them
twice with clean water. (Remember that bleach does not kill hepatitis C.)

m Learn as much as you can about HIV.

m  When you have symptoms that could be related to HIV, don't allow yourself
or your doctor or health care provider to overlook the possibility of HIV
infection—consider getting tested (see Question 23 “How do I get tested for

HIV?”).

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

care practitioner.
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