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- 1. Testing



What is testing for HIV?

Testing involves the taking of a sample of your blood for
analysis. In the laboratory the blood that's taken is
tested not for the virus itself but antibodies to the virus.
Your blood produces antibodies to destroy or neutralise
things which-can harm to your health — but antibodies
to HIV can’t kill HIV.

How reliable is the HIV test?

The antibody test can be unreliable because it takes a
while for the body to develop antibodies to the the virus.
Estimates vary for the time it takes for the antibodies to
develop. Some experts say it takes six weeks, others say
it takes longer. Either way, there’s a considerable time
lag between someone getting infected with HIV and the
time their blood has antibodies to it. So a test done
before the antibodies develop won't show the person
whose blood is being tested is infected. And the test can
produce false results: false negatives - which show you
haven't got HIV infection when you have - and false
positives - showing you've got HIV infection when you
haven't. If your HIV test shows a positive result it's
usually checked by one of the other methods of testing.

What’s the point of testing?

People’s attitudes to HIV testing vary. Some object to it
because of its emotional effects. Being tested can cause
practical problems, like when you want to arrange life
assurance or get a mortgage. Among the arguments
used in favour of testing are that it may help you and
yvour doctor to know if you have HIV infection - even
though there's no known way of destroying the virus -
because adopting good diet and living habits could
mean you don't go on to develop AIDS and it may help
you avoid infecting other people. Another argument for
testing is that it may help doctors control the spread of
the virus to know where and how it is spreading — and
how many people are infected.

Is testing ever compulsory?

Not in this country. But sometimes you may not be able
to avoid being tested for HIV. Most often, you ask to be
tested, usually at an STD clinic. The people there will
know all your details and give you the result. Another
type - “anonymous testing” - is where, although you can
be matched up to the results of your test, your details
are not known to those doing the test. One way of doing
this is by your attending an outpatient clinic and being
given a number. Then it's up to you to return and get




- then, in our opinion, the person who tests you is just
as liable as in the case of testing against your will. That
hasn't been tested in the courts yet. But you have the
fundamental right to say what happens to your body.

Who will get to know the result of
any test?

The result of any test should not, generally, be passed
on to anyone without your agreement. Your GP and the
hospital owe you a duty of confidentiality. An STD
clinic’s duty to keep things confidential is absolute but
your GP’s duty in this regard is not so complete - if your
doctor considers it to be for the public good, for
instance, he/she may decide to tell your family or
partner - even if you object. And a doctor who examines
you for insurance purposes should not give details to
the insurance company without vour agreement -
although usually you'll have been asked to sign a form
agreeing to that before the doctor examines you.

What happens in medicals for job
applications?

Employers often ask you to take a medical when you are
offered a job. To refuse may mean you lose the chance
of work. But the World Health Organisation and the
International Labour Organisation issued a statement
in June 1988 saying that “pre-employment HIV/AIDS
screening as part of the assessment of fitness to work is
unnecessary and should not be required”. If you find the
medical includes an HIV test, get advice before agreeing
to the test. You can ask your GP for a copy of any
medical report he — or she — supplies for insurance or
employment purposes. Unfortunately, that right doesn't
extend to reports by the insurance company’s or the
employer’s own doctor. Unfortunately, that right
doesn’t extend to reports by the insurance company’s or
the employer's own doctor.

Are people entering the UK - or
wishing to stay here - tested?

The Government’s policy is that it “has no intention of
emulating those countries which have introduced
compulsory screening for immigrants or other groups.
Quite apart from the grave problems of principle . . . it
would be of little value in controlling the spread of
AIDS”. But remember that people who intend to stay in
the UK for more than six months will normally be
referred for medical examination. At present there is no
indication that this includes a test for antibodies to HIV.
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What’s AIDS?

AIDS is short for the Acquired Immune Deficiency
Syndrome. If you have AIDS your body’s defence system
against all sorts of infections is weakened so much you
catch diseases which people whose immune systems
aren't affected can just shrug off. And when you catch
them, the diseases turn out to be much more serious
than they are in people with healthy immune systems.
Nobody knows for certain, but it look as if-evervone who
has AIDS dies of one of the diseases they catch, such as
a fairly rare form of pneumonia. You can't catch AIDS.
It develops in you for some reason. HIV probably causes
that to happen.

What’s HIV?

HIV is short for the Human Immunodeficiency Virus. It
was first discovered in 1983. Since then it has been
called LAV and HTLVIII. But since 1986 the proper
name for it has been HIV. It may cause AIDS to develop
in you. You can catch HIV infection by allowing your
body fluids — blood, semen or vaginal fluids — to
become mixed with the body fluids of some who's
already infected. HIV isn't like most viruses because,
when you're infected it lives inside blood cells which are
part of vour body’s defence system.

What’s Immunity?

Immunity is a charity started in 1985 to research into
HIV and to find ways of helping people who have HIV
infection stay well. It also runs fitness classes and
produces information leaflets and relaxation tapes. With
funds from the London Boroughs Grants Scheme,
Immunity runs a legal centre in London to give advice
and assistance to people who have HIV infection and
people who have AIDS. If you'd like more information
about Immunity or to visit the legal centre for the first
time contact us at the the address and phone number at
the bottom of this page.
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