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HIV testing urged for all pregnant women 
ANDRE PICARD PUBLIC HEALTH REPORTER All pregnant women should be routinely screened for HIV-AIDS, according to an influential U.S. task force. 

"Having a test for HIV during pregnancy is one more thing a woman can to do to try to assure having a healthy infant," said Diana Petitti, vice-chairwoman of the U.S. Preventive Services Task Force. 

But in new guidelines, published today in the Annals of Internal Medicine, the blue-ribbon panel sidesteps the controversial question of whether such testing should be mandatory or voluntary. 

With existing drug treatments, about 98 per cent of cases of mother-to-child transmission of the human immunodeficiency virus can be prevented. 

The Canadian Task Force on Preventive Health Care has not made a recommendation on HIV-AIDS testing since 1991. At the time, it said rates of HIV-AIDS in Canada were so low that routine testing of pregnant women was not warranted. 

Since then, however, most provinces and territories have advocated testing. 

"I think everybody in public health believes all pregnant women should be tested for HIV-AIDS," said Dr. Robert Remis, a professor of public health sciences at the University of Toronto who has studied the issue extensively. 

The question, he said, is how the testing should be done. 

In two provinces, Alberta and Newfoundland and Labrador, all women are tested unless they explicitly refuse the test. As a result, the testing rate is 98.5 per cent in Alberta and 94 per cent in Newfoundland. 

In other provinces, the testing is merely recommended, and rates are much lower. Ontario tests about 85 per cent of pregnant women for HIV-AIDS; in British Columbia, the rate is 83 per cent. 

Dr. Remis said virtually no expectant mother refuses the test if it is offered and the benefits are explained. 

"The problem we have is not that women refuse, it's that physicians don't ask," he said. 

Dr. Remis said a surprising number of cases of HIV-AIDS are discovered among pregnant women, and most of them opt for treatment or a therapeutic abortion. Treatment is done in three stages using a cocktail of drugs, administered during pregnancy and during birth, and then the baby is treated after birth. 

Because testing is less than universal, a number of cases slip through the cracks. 

As a result, there are still about a dozen children born with HIV-AIDS in Canada each year. 

The U.S. task force also recommends that people considered at high risk also be tested for HIV-AIDS, including: * Men who have had sex with men after 1975; * Men and women having unprotected sex with multiple partners; * Past or present injection-drug users; * Men and women who exchange sex for money or drugs or have sex partners who do; * People whose past or present sex partners were HIV infected, bisexual, or injection-drug abusers; * People being treated for other sexually transmitted diseases; * People with a history of blood transfusion between 1978 and 1985. 

Those guidelines are roughly the same in Canada. There are about 4,000 new cases of HIV-AIDS in Canada each year, about 25 per cent of them among women. 

An estimated 56,000 Canadians are living with HIV-AIDS, according to Health Canada. 

