
 

Patients with AIDS at increased risk of
developing age-related macular degeneration
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Patients with acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS) have a four-
fold increase in their risk of developing intermediate-stage age-related
macular degeneration (AMD) compared to people of the same age who
are not infected with HIV, according to results from the Longitudinal
Study of the Ocular Complications of AIDS (LSOCA) presented today
at the 2015 ARVO Annual Meeting in Denver, CO. The results of the
study, led by the National Eye Institute-funded Studies of the Ocular
Complications of AIDS Research Group, were also published online in
the American Journal of Ophthalmology. 

"With HIV and AIDS patients living longer than ever before, they are at
an increased risk of developing several age-related diseases at an earlier
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age than HIV-uninfected people including cardiovascular disease and
diabetes," said Douglas A. Jabs, MD, MBA, Professor of Ophthalmology
and Medicine at the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai, and the
lead author of the new study. "Their increased risk for age-related
diseases in general led us to analyze how these patients are impacted by
one of the most common age-related eye diseases, macular degeneration
." 

AMD is the leading cause of visual impairment and blindness in people
over 65 years old and is the result of damage to the central area of the
retina called the macula, which is responsible for good central vision.
AMD is described in stages - early, intermediate, and late - with vision
loss occurring in late-stage AMD, either from atrophy or abnormal new
blood vessels. HIV-uninfected persons with intermediate-stage AMD are
at an increased risk of progressing to late-stage AMD, but typically do
not have loss of vision from the AMD. 

To determine how AIDS may contribute to AMD, Dr. Jabs and
colleagues enrolled 1,825 patients ages 13-73 years with AIDS at 19 sites
in United States between 1998 - 2011. The investigators graded retinal
photographs for AMD and compared participants in the LSOCA cohort
to published data on an HIV-uninfected, age-matched population from
the Beaver Dam Offspring Study, which also graded retinal photographs
for AMD features. The results showed that the prevalence of
intermediate-stage AMD in patients with AIDS was nearly 10 percent
and, when adjusted for any age differences, was approximately four-fold
greater than that in the Beaver Dam Study. 

The researchers also determined that the increased prevalence of AMD
in the LSOCA cohort was not related to any drug or class of drugs used
to treat HIV infection. Rather they point out that antiretroviral-treated,
immune-restored, HIV-infected patients do not have normal immune
systems; instead and on average they have immunologic changes similar
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to those seen in patients who are not infected who are older than 70
years of age, a phenomenon termed "immunosenescence." 

"Although the underlying mechanism leading to this increase in AMD in
persons with AIDS is not yet known, it may relate to the state of chronic
immune activation and systemic inflammation seen in these patients,"
said Dr. Jabs. 

Dr. Jabs and colleagues note that further exploration of these findings
may provide the opportunity to better understand the roles of
immunosenescence and systemic inflammation in the development of
AMD, which in turn could lead new treatments. The results also add to
the growing body of research suggesting that antiretroviral therapy-
treated, immunorestored, HIV-infected persons may experience
accelerated and accentuated aging. 
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