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Understanding Drug Cocktails
The Complex World of AIDS Drugs

(he desireto take medicine s perhaps
the greatest feature which distinguishes
man from animals.O
N Sir William Osler

Nothing has made headlines with regard
to HIV like drug cocktails. These potent
drug combinations have proven very
effectivein reducing viral load to
undetectable levelsin many people
living with HIV. Unfortunately the side
effects of these drugs are sometimes
overshadowed by flashy print ads
sporting attr active and healthy models
rock climbing and jogging.

The good news is that the cocktails are
very good at what they do. In many
casesaviral load can be cut in half
overnight and be reduced to
undetectable within weeks.! The bad
newsisthat the side effects can range
from uncomfortable to fatal. Therefore,
understanding these new drugsis
essential when making decisions about
when (and if) you should start this
treatment.

First, the drug combinations frequently
referred to as "cocktails" are part of a
treatment plan call HAART or Highly
Active Anti-Retroviral Therapy. HAART
involves using a very aggressive
combination of drugsthat are thought to
prevent or slow the virus from
replicating at different stagesin its so-
called lifecycle. HAART always involves
at least two different drugsbut usually
involves thr ee or more. In addition these
drugsare chosen from at least two of the
thr ee classes of drugsavailable.
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The thr ee classes of drugs are Protease
Inhibitors (PI), Non-Nucleoside
Reverse-Transcriptase Inhibitors
(NNRTI), and Nucleoside Analogue
Reverse Transcriptase Inhibitors
(NARTI). Because each of these classes
of drugsisthought to work on a
different aspect of the virus, using them
in combinationsis believed to make
them more effective for longer periods
of time.

If you decideto go on HAART, itis
important that you work closely with a
physician and monitor the effectiveness
of the drugsas well astheir potential
side effects. Some of the more severe
side effects such as heart disease and
diabetes may not be apparent before
serious damage to the body is done.

Many websites have posted information
which identifies the currently approved
HAART drugsin the United States.
There are other drugsin trial and new
drugsare being developed all the time,
so these sites are always being updated.
These drugs can make a person very
sick, and even cause death.
Understanding thisis essential to
making an informed decision about
when and if they areright for you. A
lengthy discussion with your doctor
should precede any changesin your
treatment or dosage levels. If you
disagree with your doctor, seek a second
opinion.

REMEMBER: The choice to take or not
take these drugsisyoursand yours
alone! Don't do anything you don't feel
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good about because the rewards and
consequences of that choice are yoursto
live or die with! YOU HAVE A CHOICE!

IMany doctors and researchers have
guestioned the use of PCR or viral load
tests asameasure of HIV progression or
clinical health.

Thiswritingis protected under Creative
Commons Copyright. Please feel free to pass
this copyrighted text on to others. If

you would liketo reproduce thiswork in a
publication, please send an email to
permission@darrenmain.com.
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