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Drugs and alcohol are known to cause a variety of health pro­
blems. Recent research has indicated that alcohol, as well as 
such st reet drugs as amphetamines (speed), mar ijuana, and 
nitr ite inhalants (poppers). all damage the immune system, 
leaving the user open to infect ion and cancer. 

The reasons for the use of drugs and alcohol are as varied as 
the individuals who use them. Much of this drug use may have 
begun innocently but progressed to a point of harm, carrying 
w ith it many health risks. 

Drugs and alcohol are believed by many researchers to be 
significant factors in increasing personal r isk for AIDS: 

• Researchers believe that the probable cause of AIDS is a 
type of virus (called a retrovirus) which changes the struc­
ture of the cells it attacks. It may require the presence of 
an already damaged immune system before it can cause 
disease. 

• A lcohol and drugs interfere with many types of medical 
and alternative therapies for AIDS. 

• Alcohol and drugs alter the Judgment of the user, who may 
become more prone to engage in activities which put peo­
ple at high r isk for A IDS. 

• Alcohol and drug abuse causes stress, including sleep pro-
blems, which harms immune functioning. 

The AIDS crisis has brought about a growing health 
awareness. For many people, this means re-evaluating their 
drug and alcohol use. 

ALCOHOL 
A lcohol abuse is one of the leading health problems in the 
United States. Excessive drinking causes disease in every part 
of the body. 

• Alcohol abuse decreases white blood cell counts, causing 
the body to respond poorly to infection. 

• Alcoholic liver disease inhibits the body's ability to form T­
cells (white blood cells affected in AIDS). 

• Chronic abusers of alcohol have fewer T-cells. 

• Alcohol abuse is a co-factor in the development of many 
forms of cancer. 

• Chronic abusers of alcohol tend to have poor nutritional in­
take, leading to a general ized state of poor health. 

• Alcohol abuse interferes w ith the body's use of vitamins 
and minerals necessary to maintain a healthy immune 
system. 

AMPHETAMINES (Speed, crank) 
Amphetamine use can lead to numerous health problems. 
Using contaminated needles is a known risk factor for con­
t racting AIDS. There is also risk of injecting foreign bodies into 
the blood stream which may cause damage or infection. 

Use of amphetamines in any form, whether injected or not, 
can damage many body systems, including the immune 
system. 

• Liver damage from amphetamine use causes an overall sup­
pression of the white blood cell count, diminishing response 
to infection. 

• Malnutrition due to appetite suppression deprives the 
body of essential vitamins and nutrients, causing a general 
decline in health. 

• Amphetamine euphoria may lead to behavior generally ac­
cepted as increasing risk for contracting A IDS. 

MARIJUANA 
Marijuana is a widely used drug, often believed to have few 
harmful affects. However, recent research has indicated that 
it may lower the body's ability to fight infection. 

• One study has shown a decrease in antibodies circulat ing 
in the blood stream of frequent users. 

• Another study of frequent users has found abnormalit ies in 
T-cells function closely resembling those found in A IDS. 

• Impaired judgment may make the user more prone to 
engage in high risk sexual activit ies. 

NITRITES (Poppers, Amyl) 
Poppers were one of the first factors considered as a possible 
cause of A IDS due to their w idespread use as a new sexual 
stimulant in t he gay community. T he role played by this drug 
in AIDS has yet to be understood. 

• Some researchers believe poppers may be a co-factor in 
the development of AIDS. 

• There is strong evidence that poppers lead to generalized 
suppression of the immune system. 

• Some research indicates that poppers may be a co-factor 
in the development of Kaposi's Sarcoma. 

OTHER DRUGS 
Research into the effects on the immune system of drugs such 
as cocaine, heroin, Quaaludes, and many others is not yet 
available. This does not mean that these drugs are safe. Prob­
lems may stem from direct bodily harm from the drug or 
from impaired judgment. 
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