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Dr. Bognar

In February, more than 3,800 researchers and clinicians from around the world convened in Boston for
the 15th Annual Conference on Retroviruses and Opportunistic Infections (CROI). This is a scientifically
focused meeting of the world’s leading researchers working to understand, prevent and treat HIV/AIDS
and its complications. Several key symposia addressed new studies linked to HIV transmission and
prevention. Three major trials are being discussed in this article.

In 2007, the conclusive results of two clinical studies showed that male circumcision reduces the risk of
HIV acquisition by approximately 60 percent. Expectations were put on this intervention hoping it could
not only decrease acquisition but it could also decrease transmission. At CROI this year, results from a
clinical trial conducted in Uganda failed to prove circumcision could decrease risk of HIV transmission. In
this study HIV positive men were selected to receive immediate circumcision or no intervention. Married
men were asked to invite their spouses for evaluation and enrolment into the study. One hundred and
sixty five HIV discordant couples were identified for this study. Unfortunately, wives of HIV positive men
who were circumcised were found to be at higher risk for HIV transmission than wives from the control
group. By looking at existing data we can conclude that circumcision still plays an important role as a
preventive measure in the fight against HIV. Although it is disappointing to learn that circumcision could
not provide further benefits as it was expected in this study. Further research will be needed to validate
these findings.

We know herpes simplex virus type 2 (HSV-2) plays an important role in the acquisition and transmission
of HIV. In some regions up to 80% of the population has been infected with HSV-2. In the search for
new strategies for the prevention of HIV infection it has been postulated that by providing daily
treatment for HSV-2 the risk of a person with herpes becoming HIV infected could be reduced. In a study
presented at this conference, a group of HIV negative HSV-2 positive MSM from the United States and
Peru, and women from Africa were randomized to oral acyclovir 400 mg twice daily or placebo. Results
from this study validate prior findings where acyclovir did not reduce the risk of HIV acquisition.

Is the practice of offering a child pre-masticated (pre-chew) food a possible unrecognized risk factor for
HIV transmission? A paper presented at CROI described three cases of HIV transmission in two cities in
the United States possibly related to this practice. A thorough investigation was conducted to rule out
alternative modes of HIV transmission. Three children, ages 9, 15 and 39 months were diagnosed with
HIV infection. In two of the cases the HIV infected mother and in one the HIV infected aunt reported the
practice of feeding the child pre-masticated food. The cases described in this series suggest that HIV
may be transmitted through consumption of food contaminated with virus by pre-mastication. This route
of HIV transmission has not been previously reported. Until the risk of pre-mastication is better
understood, it is recommend children’s caregivers and parents who are HIV infected or at high risk of HIV
infection should avoid this practice.

Every year major medical conferences, like CROI, help health care professionals to update their medical
knowledge in the field of HIV/AIDS. The 16th Annual Conference on Retroviruses and Opportunistic
Infections has been scheduled for early 2009 in Montreal, Canada.
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