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HIV and AIDS Treatment And Research

The nation's largest, single provider of health care to those infected with HIV (Human Immunodeficiency Virus) is the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA).  More than 45,000 people with HIV infection and AIDS (Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome) have been treated in VA since the disease was first recognized in the United States in 1981.  VA physicians were among the first to report the syndrome.  Regular reporting began in 1983 when 61 patients were treated in VA's health-care system.  Today, more than 20,000 patients with HIV infection are treated at VA facilities across the nation.

Clinical guidance on recommended therapies, and for preventing and treating infections in HIV-infected adults and adolescents, has been developed by a panel of leading international clinical and research experts, a group that includes VA’s HIV/AIDS experts from across the country.  These guidelines include recommendations on new antiretroviral agents or new fomulations of existing ones, including protease inhibitors, the use of combination antiretroviral treatment, and viral load measurements.  Studies have shown that pharmaceutical combinations have prolonged life in persons with HIV, at least in the short term.  In the past, the clinical approach generally has been to initiate treatment when HIV-positive patients exhibited signs of extreme illness; the goal of treatment today is to maintain low levels of HIV while minimizing the side effects of medications.

VA guidelines require that all licensed antiretroviral drugs be made available at each facility, offer guidance for choosing the best combinations, and provide recommendations to minimize and deal with drug resistance.  These steps reflect VA's commitment to taking knowledge gained from its world-class research program and applying it to clinical care.  

VA's AIDS program is a comprehensive approach with increased emphasis on outpatient services, active case management, and tracking of HIV-positive veterans through a registry that provides clinical, administrative and management reports.

Training

VA conducts meetings, national training programs and teleconferences on issues related to clinical care and research, prevention, patient health education, and occupational exposure to bloodborne pathogens.  National training programs are planned annually for HIV care providers to provide updated information on clinical care and treatment of HIV/AIDS patients.  
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An interdisciplinary conference was held in September 2000 to provide updated information on HIV prevention, including overviews of the epidemic, effective HIV prevention interventions, and HIV treatment advances as they have affected prevention needs.  

VA also trains counselors at VA medical centers who have primary responsibility for educating patients in preventive measures and for providing pre- and post-HIV antibody test counseling.  Monthly HIV issues hotline calls are provided for health-care workers throughout VA.

Clinical Care Model

In addition to the medical and health-care services available at all facilities, VA’s HIV/AIDS clinical units are designed to serve as models for innovative delivery of health-care services and medical treatment throughout the system.  The models of care vary from inpatient units to an outpatient model, which integrates inpatient services on general medical units.  Each model uses a multidisciplinary team approach for coordinated and comprehensive inpatient and outpatient care.

A VA national survey of VA HIV/AIDS programs found a broad array of medical, preventive, education, counseling, case management and support services in use.  Medical care is furnished in a variety of inpatient and outpatient settings, including hospitals, nursing homes, hospices, and in the veteran's home.  Treatment regimens embody the latest technological advances.

Research

VA conducts wide-ranging research in AIDS, from basic studies of the mechanisms of AIDS to clinical trials and assessments of the costs of patient care.  Special research initiatives are a critical part of VA’s response to AIDS.  AIDS research is an integral part of VA’s efforts to improve the diagnosis, treatment and prevention of HIV infection.  Current systemwide HIV research projects include participation in the international OPTIMA Study, which examines treatment strategies in patients who have failed available drug regimens and observing a large group to assess the course of HIV in an aging population.

A study of national trends in inpatient and outpatient care and the cost of care for VA HIV/AIDS patients found that VA has implemented a comprehensive program through case management that has led to dramatic shifts from inpatient care to treatment in outpatient settings.  It also noted VA's use of improved therapies, access to all drugs, and national clinical education on treatment guidelines.

VA’s large network of medical centers and clinics and its patient population provide an system for multicenter clinical trials, group studies, drug treatment trials, and 
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vaccine studies.  In seeking better understanding of AIDS, VA also works closely with many other organizations.  These include VA-affiliated academic medical centers, the National Institutes of Health, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the Department of Defense, the NIH-funded Community Program on Clinical Research on AIDS and AIDS Clinical Trials Group, and the Food and Drug Administration.  Increased collaboration and interaction among these organizations enhances opportunities to discover new and better strategies for veterans and all people with HIV/AIDS.
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