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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Is there a connection
between HIV and
hepatitis C?

Yes. A person who is infected with both the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV)

and the hepatitis C virus (HCV) is considered to be co-infected.

Hepatitis C is a serious liver disease that can inflame and cause scarring of the

liver. Eventually, it can lead to liver failure, liver cancer and death.

Among people who are HIV/HCV co-infected, hepatitis C gets worse faster. For
example, their liver becomes damaged more rapidly, and their chance of dying
from liver disease may be higher. Co-infected mothers are more likely to transmit

HCV to their babies during delivery.

More research is needed to determine the effects of HCV infection on the

progression of HIV.

More than 11,000 people in Canada are HIV/HCV co-infected, but many of these
11,000 have not been diagnosed.

How does HIV/HCV co-infection happen?
HCV is transmitted through direct contact with infected blood. HCV is 10-15 times
easier to transmit through blood than HIV.

You can get HCV by:

m  injecting drugs using syringes, needles, swabs, filters, spoons, tourniquets or
water containing infected blood (it is estimated that almost two-thirds of
new HCV infections in Canada each year are related to injection drug use)

m  snorting cocaine with a contaminated straw

m  being tattooed or body pierced with contaminated needles, ink or jewellery

m  sharing contaminated razor blades or toothbrushes

m  being born to a mother infected with HCV, or

m  receiving a blood transfusion, blood product or organ transplant (universal

testing of blood donors since May 1990 has substantially reduced this risk).



Sexual transmission of HCV is possible, but not very common. Having unprotected

sex with multiple sexual partners increases your risk of becoming infected with HCV.

Is there treatment for HIV/HCV co-infection?

There is no specific treatment for HIV/HCV co-infection—there are only separate
treatments for HIV infection and HCV infection. Treating HIV/HCV co-infection is
complicated—often people who are HIV/HCV co-infected are coping with many
different medical, social and drug-related issues. Recently, new management
guidelines have been developed to help doctors in Canada care for people with
HIV/HCV co-infection.

Can HCV infection be prevented?
Yes. To avoid becoming infected:
m use only new needles to inject drugs or for tattooing or body piercing—
cleaning with bleach may not kill HCV
m use clean swabs, filters, spoons, tourniquets and water for injecting
m  don't re-use equipment (needles, ink or jewellery) for tattooing or body piercing
m don't share razors or toothbrushes
m  wear latex gloves if you may have contact with someone’s blood

m  practice safer sex (see Question 11 “How can I have sex more safely?”).

To avoid infecting others:
m  get tested for HCV
m never share needles or other drug injecting equipment.
m  don’t share razors or toothbrushes

m practice safer sex.

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

care practitioner.
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