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 Health Protection Agency warns of impending HIV crisis
Newly diagnosed cases of HIV have increased by 20% between 2002 and 2003 according to new figures compiled by the Health Protection Agency and presented at its monthly Board meeting.  Although the figures will rise further as late reports are received, 5,047 new diagnoses have been reported so far for 2003 compared to 4,204 at the same time last year.

Dr Barry Evans, an HIV expert at the Agency speaking at today’s Board meeting said, “The year on year increase we are observing in the number of newly diagnosed HIV infections is a cause for considerable concern. When all reports have been received we expect the total for 2003 to be the highest ever at over 7,000”
“HIV is an infection that is here to stay. With almost a third of the 49,500 people currently living with HIV in the UK still unaware they are infected, the rising trend in new diagnoses is liable to only get worse before it gets better. The increase over the last year has been seen amongst both gay men and heterosexual men and women, and transmission of HIV within the UK is also continuing to increase”

New diagnoses amongst gay men are expected to rise to over 2,000 when all reports are received and will be the highest in any one-year since HIV testing became widely available in the late 1980’s. Reports received so far show there were 1,414 new diagnoses amongst this group during 2003 compared to 1,195 at this time last year for 2002, although some of this is due to more prompt reporting pattern from some centres. Transmission of HIV is still occurring amongst gay men and at least 10% of these new diagnoses are known to have been recently acquired.   
There has been a 27% increase in heterosexual diagnoses over the last year with 2,785 reports so far for 2003 compared to 2,199 at this point last year for 2002. Although around 80% of this is due to infections contracted in countries with high HIV prevalence, infections contracted within the UK have also risen from 195 this time last year to 254 so far for 2003, and are likely to rise further to almost 400 when all reports are received.

Although recent measures proposed in the Government’s National Strategy for Sexual Health and HIV will help, there are still some key measures that could make a real difference to these increasing levels of infection. These include;

· escalating safer sex messages for the general population and those at high-risk including gay men, young people and HIV positive individuals;
· reducing waiting times at GUM clinics so that people can be diagnosed and treated more quickly, and;
· further encouraging gay men to test for HIV. 
Dr Evans continued, “We believe some of this increase is related to the rise in other sexually transmitted infections, which can aid the transmission of HIV. It could also be partly due to people coming forward for HIV testing who may have been infected for sometime. This is good news because the earlier people are aware of their HIV-status the more their health can be monitored and they can begin on antiretroviral treatment when they need to, which can prolong their life.  In addition people who have migrated to the UK from countries with a high prevalence of HIV and were unaware of their infection before coming to the UK are being diagnosed.
“Increases in unsafe sex are undoubtedly the main driving force behind this epidemic. Changing people’s sexual behaviour so they use a condom with all new and casual partners is one of the most effective ways of reversing the trend.  People must be encouraged to take responsibility for their own sexual health.”
Responding to the report, Chairman of the Health Protection Agency, Sir William Stewart said: “These are worrying data and worrying trends. They emphasise a problem, which is not going to readily go away, and one that places a huge additional burden on the NHS as well as on the individual. Until improved preventative measures come on stream, better education and social responsibility remain key factors needed to contain the problem.”

Also at the Board meeting, the Agency’s Chief Executive, Professor Pat Troop, brought the Board up-to-date on the range of activities the Agency has been involved in regarding avian flu. She said: “Professor Peter Borriello Director of the Specialist and Reference Microbiology Division, is leading a small project team which is the focus for HPA activities on avian flu.  This includes establishing diagnostic and strain characterisation capability, surveillance, preparation of guidance on the management of suspected cases, revising our pandemic influenza plan and assessing our capability at a local level.   

“With partners in academic departments and the National Institute for Biological Standards and Control (NIBSC) we are testing vaccine candidates and, once identified, small quantities will be made. 
“A coordinated international response is essential in this type of situation, and we are supporting the World Health Organisation (WHO) and through them are giving support to a number of countries. In all this activity we have remained aware of the need to keep the public informed and have ensured that information on avian flu is regularly updated on our website”
Notes to editors:
1. For further information please contact the Colindale press office on 0208 358 3002/3004

2. The HPA Board meeting is being held in Nottingham on Thursday 12th March.

3. To view the quarterly surveillance tables please go to: insert link
4. The current figures for 2003 are subject to reporting delay and will increase as further reports are received throughout 2004 for people who were diagnosed in 2003.

5. There are currently 49,500 people living with HIV in the UK, of which almost a third remain undiagnosed. We calculate the number who are infected but remain unaware of their HIV-status through a survey called the Unlinked Anonymous programme.
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