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DOCTORS AIM TO CURB BRAIN DAMAGE IN PEOPLE WITH HIV

People with HIV are urged never to take new symptoms for granted and always consult their doctor.  Speaking today (Sunday 27 October) at the European Federation of Neurological Societies congress in Vienna, Professor Israel Steiner from Hadassah University Hospital in Jerusalem described some of the infections of the nervous system seen in patients with HIV or AIDS.  

“There are a number of bacteria, fungi and parasites that are not harmful individuals with a normal immune system but that in a person with HIV or AIDS can cause serious brain damage or even death,” said Professor Steiner.

In a session at the congress on HIV infections of the nervous system experts discussed information arising from research and the care of patients. One of the major problems is the risk of mental and psychiatric disorders.  One form of treatment known as ‘highly active anti-retroviral therapy’ – or HAART has given patients a more promising outlook.  However, not all patients with impaired brain function will improve with this powerful therapy because it cannot cross the blood-brain barrier.  

“The brain is considered a sanctuary site for the AIDS virus which means it becomes resistant to drugs. The drug resistant virus re-seeds itself in its body, adding to the severity of the disease and making it very difficult to control,” said Professor Ian Everall from the Institute of Psychiatry in London.  

Dementia is far more common in people with HIV who are drug users than those who are  gay. Some ethnic groups also are more vulnerable.  Heroin and cocaine are much more toxic in the presence of HIV.  “This suggests that drug users are much more prone to brain damage because drug abuse stimulates the replication of the virus,” said Professor Everall.

“There are three disease processes which co-orchestrate a network scenario,” explained Professor Herbert Budka from the University of Vienna.  “Firstly, the brain becomes inflamed – a condition called encephalitis.  Secondly the toxic products of HIV causes the loss of nerve cells.  Finally, disturbances in nutrition and metabolism lead to spinal disease and poor blood flow.” Understanding the mechanisms through laboratory research is important to be able to suppress the replication of the virus with HAART.  

“Doctors should always be on the look out for these conditions and patients must not be afraid to ask their doctor about any problems that emerge, no matter how trivial they may seem.” concluded Professor Steiner.
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Note to Editors

The EFNS is the only organisation to unite and support neurologists across the whole of Europe. Founded in 1991, 38 European national neurological societies are registered members representing more than 12.000 European neurologists.  As well as handling political issues related to European neurology, the role of the EFNS is to advance neurology as an independent speciality,to support services to patients and research, and to provide training. See www.efns.org
 

