| am excited to be a contributor to this
column, the goal of which is to share
information and increase knowledge about HIV
and AIDS within our northern communities.

In Canada, there were an estimated 65,000
people living with HIV at the end of 2008.
Saskatchewan, including the north, has seen
an increase in the number of people infected
with HIV over the past few years, mainly due
to injection drug use and
heterosexual transmission. The province is
also seeing a higher number of HIV positive
women below the age of 30. Despite being a
minority in the country, Aboriginal people have
a higher rate of HIV infection than non-
Aboriginal Canadians.

HIV stands for Human Immunodeficiency
Virus. The virus weakens the immune system,
which is the body’s built-in defence against
illness and disease. When the body’s defence
system can no longer fight infection as a result
of HIV, the disease is known as AIDS
(Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome).
AIDS is a disease that has killed millions of
people around the world. According to the
World Health Organization, an estimated 33.3
million people around the world were living
with HIV infection in 2009 - the majority in sub-
Saharan Africa.

HIV infects the body by entering a person’s
bloodstream, and it is transmitted from person
to person in different ways:

e Through unprotected sexual intercourse
between men and women, or people of the
same gender.

e Through injection drug use, by sharing
needles or other equipment used for preparing
and injecting drugs.

e Through unsterilized needles used in
tattooing, skin piercing or acupuncture.

* A pregnant mother infected with HIV can
also pass the infection to her baby during
pregnancy or delivery. There is also a risk of
transmission to the infant through
breastfeeding.

HIV ~ does not
discriminate!

Anyone can get the
infection regardless
of their age, gender,
sexual orientation,
race or background.

We live in
interesting  times
where we know a lot
more about HIV-

AIDS, yet we

continue to see new

infections in our communities. While there is
no vaccine or cure yet, treatment that helps
people stay healthy and live normal productive
lives is available. Let's educate ourselves and
those around us about the true facts, and how
we can reduce the spread of HIV and support
those affected.

In the next column, we will dispel some of
the myths surrounding HIV-AIDS. For more
information, contact the Northern Inter-Tribal
Health Authority at 306-953-0670 or the
Population Health Unit at 306-425-8512.

Dr. Khaketla is the Deputy Medical Health Officer
for the three northern health authorities.
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