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lhar women who had had several children by fte same iather had. over

rhe fears, buill up antibodies thar produced an HIv positive t€st
t'

result

w€ lurnled to hightight the issue o[

false

posinves a problem

acknowledged b1' the orthodoxy - but. more lmportantly' we wanted
ro go a srep further and. Ihrough Eieopulos's \vork, explain rhat a lalse
posiiive lvas a misnomer, thar what in factwas being rested for did not
cxist. flleariy anolher doclrmentary television progranme was bechon
ing and the eler patienr David Lloyd at Channel4 once again \vas supporrlve wilh some development funds Working together rvith Hurv
Chrislie. edtor ol Cc'nlina m magazine, we selected a group of ulv
positive volunteers who were willirtg to be rc-resred lbr our research
projec!. We devised our own series of preliminary lests to jnvesdgate
rire reliability ol the tiiv lest. Given the death sentence anached lo an
Htv posidve diagnosis and lhe concomitanl fear and discriminarion,
rhis was a project that \tould require vcry careful handling indeed
To achieve absolute obiectivity, we asked Dr Andrerv Taylor al the
Rob€ns lnsiirute, at Suuey University, an anaiyrical laboratory well
known lor its public health concerns, lo coordin3le our sample testing. I-le chose a reference laboratory to perform the rtts.l irtv tesr but
at this stage he did not reveal the laboratory's identily. Our sarnPles
rvere to be tested on three different test kits. There are mole than 20
commercial Et.15A Hlv test hrts on the market. we chose threc well
known onts lrom the manufacturers, Murex (r,ho took over the well_
come's wellcozyme iest. Organon and Pasteur
Now ro select our blood samples we already knew that people with
ln{lammatory (autoimmune) diseases like theumaloid arthritis and
lupus, but no AlDs symploms, could test positive. Andbodies 8€nera!€d
by 18, candidiasis and malaria could also cross'react with the Hw tesli
so coulcl the blood of intravenous drug users and alcoholics rvith
hepadtis B. According to fleopulos. these conditions can produ.€ a
very higtr ganmaglobulil1 (protein) count which car show positive on
the ELISA test. We eventually seiected a set of 39 blood sampi€s from
all over the *'orlci to include the above conditions. our tl samples
were flown lrom Cape Town and our lupus and malaria samples t'ere
provi.l€d by UCL Medical School
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,".r,tr"rrt
"9* ,, t"tl"ral lllV iesting ciinics a! cenrral London t€ach
,"r, f.to
"ni"i.o
one'
i"f f,r..pit"f.. There were live diagnosed Posirive volunteers andbeha
peler Nlcholls, .'ho thought he was Posilive because of his risk
senr oll
tiour. e do.ro, tooL t lood sampLes from all six and rhey vere
code numbers for
to ,h" nnt"rt. t-,r,i,u," Thcre, Dr Tavlor gave lh€m
e'
I Drc'rm'na ) ,J.r "r'd rlrrn. r" btrnd rl_. lLrd' .\Pr [ull\' g'r'r
e'ord
...onC b;'. rol rhe.d nc olood'dmpr"'" ne'r rLnl'rlor a
thal our
$'e
knel'
Bv ihe tifire our lirsl sel ol resulls came back to us'
UCLs Medical
,r-rrrpil, ft"a bei:n senl io the reference laboratory at
coordinared
was
5c#o1. u,t,ler P.ofersor Richard Tedder' Our Esling
reslrLrs or1
th"r" by Sr"phen Ric€ We were surprised to recei!'t the
At first sight'
Uo,f *n, tro. only $ao lesl kits, Murex and Organon
resuhs lhe
lhere rvas nothing parricularly slrPrisint about these
t'e
expected to
Jiugnor"a po.it*"I (and Peter Nicholl's sample which
i" io.iriu"i *"re all conspicuously posidve (over 2 00 opdcal density)
(in
*frin .o*p*"a 'ui,l the other samples rvhich rvere aLt negative thc
lrom lhe
reg-n ol O.O+ optical aensity). As lor the third sel ol resulls
rr'r,"r, t"., f.i,, .ppnteitly the laboratory had nol been satistied with
send the iesuils
tn" q"",ut .or,tot' on a. 1.,, nonetheless agteed lo
piclure - 19 ol the
,t -ugf, f.y fnt. Here, indeed, was a very 'lillerent
jnde
."rui,l. tn.f"at"g p",t"nts wi!h maiaria' TB and tuPus lvere in lhe
levels
,"r-tlr"," *.nJ tf-t^, is. &ey were rvay above the r€lative
were verging on posruve.
detecred on rhe fircr two fest kirs and some
had to
,o ."t"r"rt." iaboratory guicleLires' rhes€ would have

,f..oraing

be retesred.

rvere rold rhat
fVe then .ont".ted UCL about lhe Pasteu( results and
with all three sets
alter further checks they *'ere compietely satistied
in
.i t"."1,.. *er" was a clear exampte o{ a signilicant difference
see
were not surprised to
ie..,Its b"w"en the t"r! ldts. At this siage we
kits But later his
thrt p",", Xi.hott, had lesred posilivc on all three
ol
._"*f,t *"r" to provide the slrongest evidence of the unreliabiliry

l{'hole resling Procedure
the
'-u".""r"

ftf."p"i"t had stressed rlut rve should find some samplcsa
asired
**i tt"t" f-ttgl'" gammaglobulin counc (lcc and IGM) we

Positi!eb Fdlse

to provide us x'ith
reaching hosPital's plotein refelence iaboratory
(like
."*" rr*pf"t lrom patients who had autoimmune condidons
we sent
rbeumato; arthlilis or lupus) bul not AIDS defining diseases'
laboratestlng
privale
four of them to be tested ai a cenlral London
lwilh
lhe
,"^. f*o ** laler we re(el\ed the reu< thar one ol llem
hrqhe.r ganm"g obu,i-r

."1""a

,"_"t

\ad delinile\ rc'led po'it\e \o
'oLrr'
nere wa" a clez' erample of r palrenr wr'h

"r. '.qt',ed
'AlDs testing
'
an autoimmune disor.ler fiat was nothitg io do wilh
qete rherc we rrondeted)
nn.nru" to, r \ llo rnrn) n'ore ol thete
'i.* for,f." -econd parr ofour ptzn we knew lhar $hen rfort'.
lotm) aboul
ution is kttown (usually through the physician's requesr
or a drug
homosexual
un indluiduals,isk factors, for example if he is
as positive when lhe
ua"r, un ind",".-irrut" result can be interpreted
So' to rllle our
individual's clinicat notes are taken into consideration
)r and
,,'ru oo-'ol" b'a' ue de'lded ro rake tl'e didgno5ed po'ilr!e'
Hl'
NH\
p"i., r'.'',oLt- to o. tested "8ajn ai eilher Pr'\are ciinic'or
were heterosexual
cLinics. These six volunieers were 8ay, bu! said they
consis_
ar the clinics. The five previously positive volunteets lested
had been
tenlly positrve, bul to our astonishment. Peter Nicholls who
(bearing
in mind
touni positir'" anonymously ar UCL six Limes over
negative at two
the doubie run on each of lhe three tesl ki!s) esred
and th€
Ieading London teaching hospitals, Sr Mary's, Paddingbn
a mcnrl_
Ror',l"Fre" Hospirar' lhe'e sFcond tc's we'" Perormed onl"
Hlr
gone
Iom
I'r.t one:. 5o. in one nontn \icho'ls had
",1"r Lfc
DO)rn\e lhrPP I mes to Hl\ negr'tl\e lwice
lhese re't- lunded on i 5hoesr'rng br a rele'i'ron channel "nd 'on
have been
ducted by a small independeni production company, should
how
show
p".for-"d Lortg ugo and on a much larger scale They
-the
They
trw r"rr i, n"ith", .p".ific nor can it be reproduced satisfacrorily
individuals in
show ftat many of our 18,000 diagnosed Hlv positive
us ol all the
tl,e UK are bound ro be false positives They also remind
wirh i!5
rraprc 5ui.rde.'hal ha'P IaLen plare alrer a po<jli\e di"gnos''
,,.'o.prn1.ng and re-r'fring dcalh 'enten(e lhe 'rlua'ron ' lunhe'
k:|. ln lle
,psraraL"d by the r.cent ,ntlodu.rion ol homF dl\ rc'ting
t'ie. the,.'L' nrohe prr'krng vour frnge- lrrh "n enclo'ed l'Jnrel'
number-coded tesl
squeezing three dtops of blood on to a desiSnated
)36

card and then n
Seven daYs later
has been a great

clinical face !o L
[ree-phone coun:
Already. in rh

'wrong diagnos€
Worth, Texas h:
avalanche ol litr
Mitchell rook ih(
1993. The cas€ |
sexuallY activc L
her t\venties Shi

test Sl
She was told I
blood translLrsic
a relest. Mitchel
She was ostracl:
Her mother rvas
same toile! and l
her open rvoulli
custodY of her I
to commit suicrr
T-cell coun! \i al
who was a nursi
lound negalive.
and found nega
a frec Hlv

She won and

st

How man,v m(
cribable horror
And there are
Tilnes &Idgd:in.
rounding being
posilive a! birr
UCLA AIDS INS
body but rvas st

Pasiti.'eb'

F

alse

found Hlv positive at the age of 19 and conllnued lo test positive on
a
rhree occasions in the next live years ln 1989. she gave birfi to son
who was also rllv posiiive Yel, in 1992 her second child rvas born
negative whileJudy remained positive ThenJudt t€sted negative; 1988, Allred saah, a researcher atJohns Hopkins. Bahimore found
Fran
several of his patients had gone from positive to negative
in
Peavey |rom California, lor exampie' lvho had thtee Posilive tes6
lhe
Theysaid
was
ignored
ig88;nd is negative in 19q2 Says Saah,'l
inidai tests must have been contaminated Eut I w€nt back and lcsted
again and I was righ!. I felt like John the BaPtisi caliing in the Il'iiderness At least i am now back in the fold.'Bill Paxion. a Scotlish immunologist working in N€w York, has lound that several high rish but
jnfected !r'i& HI\/'
uninfected people had blood cells that could nol be
no matter how many doses oi!irus was added to lheir blood
Eic Fuchs, lor example, a 39 year-old managemenl consultant in
Nelv York, had every reaso! to believe he should be rliv positive
Although now monogamous. he readily admits to years o{ promiscui!v
on the gay scene during the 1970s and 1980s. However. rePeared
arrempts have been made to infec! his blood rn ritro with Hlv but
wirhout succ€ss. He is declar€d immune lo AIDS. Sarah Rowland_Jon€s
ar Oxford is investiSating several samples ol blood that also appear to
be immune to ,\lDs. For example, the \\"ife of a haemophiliac who has
remained LrEinlected although she had unprotected sex wilh her Hlv
positive husbanc] lor two years before he realized he 'had the disease"'

Positfuely False: Wrong Tests and Long-Term Survivors
lurther stage of research for Channel 4 we discovered that in ScoI_
land a positive Hlv diagnosis requires ELISA t€sts (the optical density
tesr rhat measures antibody levels) !o be confirmed with a western
blot rest (the tesi that separates into bands each prolein/antibody reac
don). tn England, Philip Mordmer ar PHLS recommended a sequence
of Fr IsAs without a western blor."
We devised a further set of tests, galhering together 16 samples, al1d
senr rhem io be tested on ELisA in EnSland and on Western blot in
Scotland. Four samples thal we knew had previously lested positive
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