There are actually four phases, or stages, of HIV and AIDS. These stages have been
determined by the World Health Organization (WHO), an international group that over-
sees health-related matters across the globe. In South Africa, these stages are used by
health-care providers to monitor HIV-positive patients and to determine the level of care
they need.

What kind of medical care can I expect to receive?
It all begins with a positive HIV antibody test. This test looks for HIV antibodies, produced
by the immune system, and is an accurate way to determine if someone is infected with
HIV.

The HIV-antibody test cannot tell if you have AIDS. In order to figure out if your immune
system is damaged and to determine if you are at risk of developing an Ol, you will need
to consult with a trained health-care provider. For this, you will need to go to a clinic,
preferably one associated with a hospital.

Your first clinic visit is very important. At this time, you will see a doctor and, if necessary,
other health-care professionals.

Here’s what you can expect during your first clinic visit:

* A full physical exam:
Your doctor will want to check your body carefully. He or she will look in your mouth

and down your throat, listen to your heart and lungs, and check inside and around
your genitals. Your doctor will also ask you about other infections and illnesses you
have had. You might want fo write down your medical history before meeting with
your doctor. This can be helpful so that you don't forget anything.

* Lab tests
During your first visit, your doctor may want to take samples of your blood. Your blood
carries a lot of information about your health. One fest will count the different types of
cells in your blood. This is important, as it can determine how well your body is pre-
pared to fight HIV and other infections.

» Syphilis and hepatitis B virus {(HBV) tests.
Syphilis is a bacterial infection that can cause brain damage; HBV is a viral infection

that can cause liver damage.

* Pap smear for women:
This test looks for abnormal cells on the cervix, a wall of tissue between the vagina
and the womb. A virus called human papillomavirus (HPV) can cause cells in the cervix
to grow abnormally. This can cause cancer and it is important to find these cells
before they cause serious problems. A Pap smear should be repeated at least once a
year, preferably every six months. If you have an abnormal Pap smear, your doctor
should refer you to a medical specialist (o gynaecologist).

After your doctor has performed a physical exam and learned of the results of your lab
tests, he or she will be able to determine your stage of HIV disease. For more information
on these stages and what they mean in terms of your medical care, see ‘What is the
WHO staging system?’ on the next page.

At the time of the first clinic visit, your doctor may also want to give you
certain medications. These include:
¢ A flu shot
You should receive one of these every year, usually before flu season.
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