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War may have spread HIV
Scientists believe a form of HIV probably entered the
human population in Africa at least 60 years ago - and
that war helped it spread.
Although HIV is usually spoken
of as one virus, in fact it comes
in two distinct types, HIV-1
and HIV-2.
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HIV-1 came from chimpanzees,
and has spread globally; but
HIV-2, which came from sootey
mangabey monkeys, has
remained concentrated in west
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A team of international researchers has calculated that HIV-2
crossed to humans sometime between 1890 and 1940 probably shortly after HIV-1 made the same leap.
The researchers also made a detailed study of how HIV-2
spread within Guinea-Bissau.
They conclude it remained a low-level infection for many
years, only spreading widely in the 1960s - a period which
coincided with the country's war to gain independence from
Portugal.
Portuguese soldiers who had fought in the war were the first
Europeans to contract HIV-2.
The scientists say that a number of factors prevalent in
wartime - such as mass immunisations with unsterilised
needles - could have helped the virus spread rapidly.
Scientists hope that the more they can discover about the
way HIV has spread, the better will be the chances of coming
up with new ways of combating the virus.
They were able to trace the evolutionary history of HIV-2 by
comparing its genetic sequences with those from an ancestral
monkey virus.
By estimating the number of genetic mutations in the
sequences over time, the scientists were able to track the
incidence of HIV-2 and learn when it transferred to humans.
The research is published in the journal Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences (PNAS).
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War May Have Stimulated Spread of AIDS Virus in Africa
By Sarah Graham |

Tuesday, May 13, 2003

In addition to the obvious destruction war can wreak, violent conflicts may lead to the spread of
epidemic diseases, new research suggests. One of the viruses that causes AIDS, HIV-2, may have
risen to epidemic status in West Africa as a result of an independence war fought under
particularly unsterile conditions. A report describing the findings is published online this week
by the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences.

Previous research had identified two genetically distinct viruses, dubbed HIV-1 and
HIV-2, that cause AIDS in humans. Both types were transmitted from simians
(HIV-1 from chimpanzees and HIV-2 from sooty mangabeys) but they currently
have very different distribution patterns among people. Whereas subtypes of HIV-1
are spread globally, those of HIV-2 are largely restricted to West Africa. Philippe
Lemey of Katholieke Universiteit Leuven in Belgium and his colleagues analyzed
historic and modern samples of HIV-2 from a rural population in Guinea-Bissau, as
well as a SIV-SM strain from sooty mangabeys. (In the image above, a girl from
Sierra Leone carries a pet sooty mangabey.) By comparing the different genomes,
the team estimated the number of mutations in the sequences that had occurred
over time and determined that the virus jumped from primates to humans twice,
once around 1940 and again in 1945.
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The researchers also ascertained that the incidence of infection with the subtype of HIV-2 that was first transmitted to humans in 1940
reached epidemic proportions between 1955 and 1970. This timing coincides with Guinea-Bissau's fight for independence from
Portugal, which occurred between 1963 and 1974. In particular, they note that army-trained doctors launched a massive inoculation
program in the region, and suggest that the difficulties of running such a campaign during war-time could have led to an increase in
unsanitary injections that may have spread of the disease. Diagnosis of HIV-2 cases among Portugese war veterans also supports a
hypothesis of increased sexual transmission of the disease during the war. The authors thus conclude that their work "strongly supports
the major role of the independence war and associated changes in sociocultural patterns in the transition of HIV-2 from endemic to
epidemic behavior."

