
Things to Know about
HIV and AIDS

1 	 HIV is the virus that causes AIDS. HIV stands for 
“Human Immunodeficiency Virus” and it affects  
your body’s immune system. Normally, white blood 
cells fight bacteria, viruses, and other germs when 
they enter the body. HIV destroys certain white 
blood cells and stops your body from being able  
to fight infections.

2 	 There is no cure or vaccine for HIV or AIDS. There 
are only treatments that stop or slow the progression 
of HIV to AIDS. If left untreated, AIDS is fatal.

3 	 HIV symptoms can be treated. If you have HIV your 
healthcare provider can tell you what your options 
are, such as treatment with Highly Active Anti-
Retroviral Therapy (HAART). However, this only 
treats the symptoms of HIV. There is no cure for  
HIV or AIDS.

4 	 HIV is spread through contact with infected blood  
or other bodily fluids. For example:
•	Having unprotected sex (vaginal, anal, or oral). 
•	Sharing needles or other equipment for injecting 

drugs.
•	Using unsterilized needles for tattooing, piercing, 

or acupuncture.

5 	 An HIV-positive mother can spread HIV to her baby 
during childbirth or breastfeeding. If you are HIV-
positive and pregnant, talk to your healthcare pro
vider about how you can keep your baby from 
being infected.

6 	  You cannot get HIV from casual contact, such as:

•	Talking, shaking hands, hugging, or kissing a 
person who has HIV.

•	Being coughed or sneezed on by a person  
with HIV.

•	Using towels, toilet seats, doorknobs, dishes, 
cutlery, swimming pools, or water fountains.

•	Through mosquitoes or other insects or animals.

7 	 Use condoms to protect yourself from HIV. Use 
condoms for vaginal, anal, and oral sex. Dental 
dams can also be used for oral sex. Birth control 
pills will not protect you from HIV. Use a condom 
even if you or your partner is on the pill. 

	 Always use sterile needles and equipment for 
injection drug use, piercings, and tattoos. Do  
not share or borrow needles and equipment. ➜



FIRST NATIONS CENTRE
220 Laurier Ave. W.
Suite 1200
Ottawa, ON K1P 5Z9

Phone: 613.237.9462
Toll Free: 877.602.4445
Fax: 613.237.1810
Email: fnc@naho.ca

➜ www.naho.ca/firstnations

HIV and AIDS

learn more…
Canadian Aboriginal AIDS Network ➜ www.caan.ca

Canadian AIDS Society ➜ www.cdnaids.ca

Canadian AIDS Treatment Information Exchange ➜ www.catie.ca

First Nations Centre at the National Aboriginal Health Organization 
➜ www.naho.ca/fnc (under Publications)
•	 Sexual health toolkit part I: Sexually transmitted infections (STIs) (2011) 
•	 Sexual health toolkit part II: Sexuality and relationships (2011) 

Native Youth Sexual Health Network ➜ www.nativeyouthsexualhealth.com

Public Health Agency of Canada ➜ www.phac-aspc.gc.ca
•	 Information about HIV/AIDS ➜ www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/aids-sida/index-eng.php
•	 HIV testing and reporting options in Canada  

➜ www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/publicat/epiu-aepi/epi_update_may_04/3-eng.php 

Sexuality and U ➜ www.sexualityandu.ca

YouthCo — HIV and Hep C Community Outreach ➜ youthco.org

8 	 You can’t always tell if someone has HIV. HIV can 
only be detected through a blood test, and people 
with HIV may not have any symptoms for several 
years. The sooner you know you’re infected, the 
sooner you can start treatment and keep from 
spreading the virus to others.

9 	 If you think you might have HIV, get tested. HIV tests 
are not usually routinely offered. If you think you 
have HIV or could have been exposed, talk to your 
healthcare provider and ask to get tested. It’s the 
only way to know for sure if you’ve been infected.  
If you’re worried about confidentiality, ask your 
healthcare provider about options like anonymous 
HIV testing.

	 Anyone can get HIV, regardless of age, gender, 
sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, ethnicity,  
or anything else. However, First Nations populations,  
especially women and youth under the age of  
30, have higher rates of HIV infection than other 
Canadians. In 2006, 30% of First Nations people 
with HIV/AIDS were women (vs. 9% in the general 
population) and 19% were youth (vs. 15%). 

	 There are many reasons for this, including poverty, 
difficulty getting healthcare, and having unprotected 
sex and using drugs. According to the Public Health 
Agency of Canada, injection drug use is the most 
common way for First Nations people to get HIV.
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