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Letters
Questioning AIDS findings

In “AIDS viral burden far exceeds esti-
mates” (SN: 7/22/89, p.54), you report that,
according to a recent paper by Schnittman et
al., the “viral burden” of AIDS patients ex-
ceeded previous estimates by about 100-fold.
Further, you point out that “the new findings
may help settle the contentious issue of how
such a serious syndrome could be triggered
by what seemed so few infectious particles.”

Yetthey don't settle the issue. First, Schnitt-
man’s group did not measure “viral burden”
but instead measured the burden of mostly
latent and a few transcriptionally active
proviruses. Second, the fraction of T-cells
carrying latent proviruses in AIDS patients
was shown to be about 1 in 1,000 using the
polymerase chain reaction, and was extrapo-
lated based on certain standards to actually
be 1 in 100. No corrections were made for the
notorious false positives due to amplification
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of nonviral sequences. Almost the same esti-
mates — namely 1 in 1,000 lymphocytes of
AIDS patients carrying latent proviruses —
have been reported from Gallo’s and other
labs since 1984. Latent proviral genes, like all
other latent genes, cannot be pathogenic
because they are not biologically active.
Indeed, all healthy vertebrates, including
humans, carry latent proviruses that are just
asinactive as HIV, many of which—namely the
endogenous retroviruses—are found in every
single cell, not just in 1 out of 1,000. Schnitt-
man et al. further report that certain fractions
of T-cells express HIV RNA in 1 out of 1,000
cells and other fractions in 1 out of 100,000
cells. Gallo’s and other labs studying unfrac-
tionated T-cells have reported that 1 in 10,000
to 100,000 cells express viral RNA. In fact, |
estimated that the ratio of latently to actively
infected lymphocytes is about 100:1 in AIDS
patients, based on this previous work.

Thus, there is nothing new on the AIDS
front, and HIV continues to be very, very

quiet, and in fact latent, there. Indeed, what
used to be described as the very basis of AIDS
pathogenesis, namely the infection of T-cells
by HIV, is now described in your article
as a model “reservoir” for dormant HIV
proviruses — a model with which “re-
searchers hope to learn how to maintain viral
latency indefinitely in infected individuals.”
Peter Duesberg

Professor of Biochemistry

and Molecular Biology

University of California, Berkeley

Berkeley, Calif.

Who sets the terms?

Your decision to follow EPA’s lead in calling
daminozide a pesticide (Letters, SN: 7/15/89,
p-44) isunderstandable, as that agency seems
tobe aprimary voice about all environmental
chemicals. It does raise a concern, however.
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