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Cardiac Disease and HIV in Africa: A Case for Physical Exercise
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Abstract: AIDS-related deaths and new HIV infections have declined globally, but continue to be a major problem in
Africa. Prior to the advent of antiretroviral treatment (ART) HIV patients died of immunodeficiency and associated
opportunistic infections; Highly Active Antiretroviral Therapy (HAART) has resulted in increased survival of these
patients and has transformed this illness into a chronic condition. Cardiovascular, respiratory, neurological and muscular
problems interfere with exercise in HIV-infected patients. Particularly cardiovascular disease may be associated with
direct damage by the virus, by antiretroviral therapy and by malnutrition and chronic lung disease, resulting in physical
and psychological impairment. Recent studies have shown the benefits of exercise training to improvement of physiologic
and functional parameters, with the gains being specific to the type of exercise performed. Exercise should be
recommended to all HIV patients as an effective prevention and treatment for metabolic and cardiovascular syndromes
associated with HIV and HAART exposure in sub-Saharan Africa.
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EPIDEMIOLOGY OF HIV IN AFRICA

AIDS-related deaths and new HIV infections have
declined globally [1, 2]. The increase in HIV prevalence is
due to increasing numbers of people on antiretroviral
treatment who are now living longer; thus, focus on HIV
incidence (rather than prevalence) is probably more accurate
to understand the epidemiology of this condition in Africa.
Incidence provides information about HIV transmission
patterns and populations at risk, as well as on the expansion
of HIV treatment, which also functions as a preventive
measure, by decreasing both horizontal and vertical
transmission of HIV [3].

Prior to the advent of antiretroviral treatment (ART),
HIV patients died of immunodeficiency and associated
opportunistic infections [4]. Access to ART has increased the
survival of HIV infected patients, has transformed this
illness into a chronic condition, and mortality among these
patients is increasing due to non-communicable causes.
Moreover, with the increase in the life span of these patients,
chronic complications of the infection become more
important, including manifestations of cardiovascular
disease.

HIV-infected patients have a relatively high prevalence
of cardiovascular diseases caused either by the virus or by
antiretroviral therapy [5]. Thus, in developed countries
routine care of HIV infected individuals has now expanded
to include screening for cardiovascular risk factors and
diseases. In contrast, due to lack of health personnel and the
necessary expertise, cardiovascular risk is usually
overlooked among HIV infected individuals in sub-Saharan
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Africa, despite evidence of dynamic socio-economic and
lifestyle factors that determine an epidemiological transition

[6].

CARDIOVASCULAR DISEASE IN HIV

Cardiovascular disease in HIV infection may be the
result of direct cardiac involvement due to opportunistic
infectious agents in the presence of advanced
immunosuppression, HIV-induced immune activation, or
dyslipidaemia and insulin resistance associated with ART.
Indeed, although ART decreases HIV-AIDS morbidity and
mortality, the long-term side effects of the drugs may include
the onset of insulin resistance, changes in the lipid profile
and increased cardiovascular risk [7].

The main targets of cardiac disease in HIV infected
patients are the pericardium, the myocardium, the coronary
arteries and the pulmonary arteries. It seems that ART, by
preserving immune function, reduces the incidence of
myopericardial disease and pulmonary hypertension [5].
Access to highly active ART (HAART) and geographical
location of the individual may determine the cardiovascular
target that is affected. In developing countries with health
systems that cannot guarantee ART to all in need, pericardial
disease (often related to tuberculosis), HIV-associated
cardiomyopathy and HIV-associated pulmonary
hypertension are the most common cardiac manifestations in
HIV [7]. Particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, where there is
high prevalence of tuberculosis and limited access to
HAART, pericardial tuberculosis and cardiomyopathy are
the dominant forms of HIV-associated heart disease, while
coronary artery disease is the main cause of death and
disability in these patients in industrialized countries [8]. The
role of factors such as malnutrition and genetic
predisposition are still unclear.
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In settings where there is universal access to
antiretroviral therapy cardiovascular diseases have become
one of the major causes of death in HIV patients. Therefore,
cardiovascular risk reduction, lifestyle modifications and
careful selection of the antiretroviral drugs according to the
underlying cardiovascular risk factors are the usual standard
of care there. The results of recent studies have shown that a
similar approach may be needed in Africa. The Heart of
Soweto Study [9], performed in an urban African community
in epidemiological transition, showed that 518 of 5328 de
novo cases of heart disease were identified as HIV-positive
(9.7%) with 54% of these prescribed HAART on
presentation. Through this prospective, clinical registry to
capture all de novo cases of heart disease presenting at a
Cardiology Unit during three years, it was shown that
cardiomyopathy (38%), pericardial disease (13%) and
pulmonary arterial hypertension (8%) were the most
common HIV-related presentations, while coronary artery
disease affected only 14 of all 581 cases.

The role of HIV in changing the pattern of arterial
hypertension in the continent is still under research [10]. In
Kenya a retrospective analysis of electronic medical records
of a large HIV treatment program in the western region
between 2005 and 2010, including 49,475 (74% women)
patients between 16 and 80 years old, looked at crude
mortality rate and mortality hazard ratio using Cox
proportional hazards models adjusted for potential
confounders including HIV stage. The study concluded that
low blood pressure carries the highest mortality risk among
patients whose disease is not advanced [7]. An underlying
dysregulation of the cardiovascular system that could cause
changes in blood pressure has been suggested by findings in
a subset of HIV-positive patients pre- and post-antiretroviral
therapy [11], but more recently in Brazil, a prevalence of
hypertension among HIV-infected persons similar to the
HIV-negative general population was found [12].

Among the other cardiovascular problems that may
afflict HIV patients in Africa are inflammatory changes in
arteries of the lower limbs in black male patients, which
contribute to HIV-associated occlusive large artery disease
and may lead to amputation [13]. In contrast with the picture
in developed western countries the contribution of coronary
disease to the overall burden of HIV-associated
cardiovascular disease is still low in sub-Saharan Africa [5],
but the use of protease inhibitors (PI) was found to be
associated with less favourable changes in lipids in HIV-
infected women from seven African countries initiating
antiretroviral therapy [14].

While the underlying molecular mechanisms responsible
for HAART-induced cardio-metabolic effects are poorly
understood, PI treatment elevates myocardial oxidative stress
and concomitantly inhibits the ubiquitin proteasome system,
thus compromising the myocardial function in animal
studies. In these studies Pl-treated rats exhibited increased
serum LDL-cholesterol and higher triglyceride levels in
cardiac and hepatic tissues. As no significant ultrastructural
changes, fibrosis, cardiac hypertrophic response or oxidative
stress were found, it can be concluded that PI-mediated
contractile dysfunction may be related to altered calcium
handling in the cardiac muscle [15].
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HIV INFECTION AND PHYSICAL ACTIVITY

The cardiovascular system is essential for the capacity of
the human body to perform physical activity. HIV-infected
patients have not only high prevalence of cardiovascular
diseases [16] but also pulmonary [17] and neuromuscular
[18] conditions, all affecting their capacity for exercise.
Moreover, in advanced HIV malnutrition may further
contribute to considerably lower levels of physical activity
and capacity [19]. On the other hand chronic lung disease in
HIV-infected patients is associated with greater impairment
in self-reported physical function, with older age, current
smoking, and airflow limitation being major determinants
[20].

Several studies have reported the benefits of exercise
training for adults with HIV, although there is no consensus
regarding the most efficient modalities. A review of the
effects of different types of exercise on physiologic and
functional measurements in HIV infected adults selected 29
randomized controlled trials that examined the effects of
exercise on body composition, muscle strength, aerobic
capacity, and/or quality of life in adults with HIV [21]. It
was concluded that exercise training is a safe and beneficial
intervention in the treatment of patients with HIV. The
results suggested that exercise training contributed to
improvement of physiologic and functional parameters, but
that the gains were specific to the type of exercise
performed. While resistance exercise training improved
outcomes related to body composition and muscle strength,
with little impact on quality of life, aerobic exercise training
improved body composition and aerobic capacity. On the
other hand, concurrent training produced significant gains in
all outcomes evaluated, although moderate intensity and a
long duration were necessary [21]. Physical exercise is
recommended in HIV patients; in fact, it has been shown that
functional limitations common in HIV-infected individuals
are due in part to detraining that is reversible through
adherence to combined moderate-intensity aerobic and
resistance exercise [22]. This knowledge may however be
difficult to wuse in certain settings of Africa, where
implementation may be hampered by weaknesses in the
health system, namely lack of human resources.

Particular Aspects in Africa

Cough and dyspnea, signs of both cardiac and respiratory
disease, are common in HIV patients in Africa due to
increased prevalence of heart failure at younger ages [23]
and pulmonary tuberculosis [24]. In a referral center for
Tuberculosis in Cameroon 53.4% of patients presenting with
cough and or dyspnea had in fact cardiac disease; 10.3%
suffered from both pulmonary and cardiac conditions [24].
On the other hand, physical activity data in developing
Africa countries are scarce, despite the prevalence of
inactivity related non-communicable diseases being on the
rise in parts of the continent [25]. Of note, a systematic
review of data on physical activity in African children
showed that higher socioeconomic status, urban living, and
female gender were found to engage in lower levels of
physical activity and perform worse on aerobic fitness
measures compared to lower socioeconomic status, rural
living, and male children [26].
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As HAART becomes more accessible in sub-Saharan
Africa, metabolic syndromes, body fat redistribution and
cardiovascular disease may become more prevalent.
However, while accessibility to HIV treatment is improving,
resources and medicines for hypertension, hyperglycemia
and hyperlipidemia remain minimal. A 6-month clinical trial
in Rwanda has shown that cardiorespiratory exercise training
positively modulates body composition and metabolic
profiles in HAART-treated HIV+ Africans, thus improving
cardiorespiratory fitness [27]. In this study there was
decrease in waist circumference, waist-to-hip ratio, and
percentage body fat mass in HIV+ African subjects with
body fat redistribution. Exercise training also modulated a
decline in total serum cholesterol, triglycerides and glucose
in this first study to demonstrate that cardiorespiratory
exercise training is safe, practical, and effective at reducing
central adiposity and cardiovascular risk factors and
improving cardiovascular fitness in HAART-treated HIV+
sub-Saharan Africans with body fat alterations.

The current epidemiology and trends of NCD and the risk
factors contributing to them are difficult to understand in
many African countries due to a lack of consistent and
reliable data in the health information system. Data from a
multicentre study on the causes of acute heart failure in
Africa revealed that coronary heart disease is not among the
most common causes of heart failure in many poor settings
[23]. However, with increase in urbanisation, obesity and
access to HAART, modification of coronary heart disease
risk factors is expected to become an important aspect of
HIV management in some African populations. In this
context, habitual physical exercise is an effective lifestyle
intervention strategy, as it has been shown to improve
endothelial fibrinolytic capacity in HIV-infected adults [28],
as well cardiovascular and biochemical parameters when
associated with mefformin in patients on stable ART with
hyperinsulinemia and fat redistribution [29].

In conclusion, there is evidence to suggest that provided
adequate screening is made for detection of common
incapacitating conditions, exercise should be recommended
to all HIV patients as an effective prevention and treatment
for metabolic and cardiovascular syndromes associated with
HIV and HAART exposure. In sub-Saharan Africa, where
resources to manage HIV infection and HAART-associated
cardiovascular and metabolic syndromes are scarce, tailored
strategies for recommending physical exercise may be
needed, including screening for infectious and non-
communicable diseases that are prevalent and may hamper
physical ability in these individuals.

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

AIDS = Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome
ART = Antiretroviral treatment

HAART = Highly active antiretroviral treatment
HIV = Human Immunodeficiency Virus

CONFLICT OF INTEREST

The author confirms that this article content has no
conflict of interest.

Ana Olga Mocumbi

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Declared none.

REFERENCES

[1] Ehren K, Hertenstein C, Kummerle T, et al. Causes of death in
HIV-infected patients from Cologne-Bonn cohort. Infection 2014;
42:135-40.

[2] Brady MT, Oleske JM, Williams PL, ef al. Pediatric AIDS Clinical
Trials Group 219/219C Team. Declines in mortality rates and
changes in causes of death in HIV-1-infected children during the
HAART era. J Acquir Immune Defic Syndr 2010; 53(1): 86-94.

[3] Fettig J, Swaminathan M, Murril CS, et al. Global epidemiology of
HIV. Infect Dis Clin North Am 2014; 28(3): 323-37.

[4] Weber R, Ruppik M, Rickenbach M, ef al. Decreasing mortality
and changing patterns of causes of death in the Swiss HIV Cohort
Study. HIV Med 2013; 14(4): 195-207.

[5] Ntsekhe M, Mayosi B. Cardiac manifestations of HIV infection: an
African perspective. Nat Clin Pract Cardiovasc Med 2009;
6(2):120-7.

[6] Thienemann F, Sliwa K, Rockstroch JK. HIV and the heart: the
impact of antiretroviral therapy: a global perspective. Eur Heart J
2013; 34(46): 3538-46.

[7] Bloomfield GS, Hogan JW, Keter, et al. Blood pressure level
impacts risk of death among HIV seropositive adults in Kenya: a
retrospective analysis of electronic health records. BMC Infect Dis
2014; 14: 284.

[8] Syed FF, Sani MU. Recent advances in HIV-associated
cardiovascular diseases in Africa. Heart 2013; 99(16): 1146-53.

[9] Sliwa K, Carrington MJ, Becker A, et al. Contribution of the
human immunodeficiency virus/acquired immunodeficiency
syndrome epidemic to de novo presentations of heart disease in the
Heart of Soweto Study cohort. Eur Heart J 2012; 33(7): 866-74.

[10] Jerico C, Knobel H, Montero M, et al. Hypertension in HIV-
infected patients: prevalence and related factors. Am J Hypertens
2005; 18(11): 1396-401.

[11] Borkum M, Wearne N, Alfred A, ef al. Ambulatory blood pressure
profiles in a subset of HIV-positive patients pre and post
antiretroviral therapy. Cardiovas J Afr 2014; 25(4):153-7.

[12] Antonello VS, Antonello CF, Grossmann TK, et al. Hypertension-
an emerging cardiovascular risk factor in HIV infection. J Am Soc
Hypertens 2015; 9(5): 403-7.

[13] Brand M, Woodiwiss AJ, Michel F, et al. Large Vesses Adventitial
vasculitis characterizes patients with critical lower limb ischemia
with as compared to without Human Immunodeficiency Virus
infection. PLos One 2014; 9(8): €106205.

[14] Shaffer D, Hughes MD, Sawe F, et al. Cardiovascular disease risk
factors in HIV-infected women after initiation
oflopinavir/ritonavir- and nevirapine-based antiretroviral therapy in
Sub-SaharanAfrica: A5208 (OCTANE). J Acquir Immune Defic
Syndr 2014; 66(2):155-63.

[15] Reyskens KM, Fisher TL, Schisler JC, et al. Cardio-metabolic
effects of HIV protease inhibitors (lopinavir/ritonavir). PLoS One
2013; 8(9): €73347.

[16] Chillo P, Bakari M, Lwakatare J. Echocardiographic diagnoses in
HIV-infected patients presenting with cardiac symptoms at
Muhimbili National Hospital in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania.
Cardiovasc J Afr2012; 23: 90-7.

[17] Twagirumukiza M, Nkeramihigo E, Seminega B, ef al. Prevalence
of dilated cardiomyopathy in HIV-infected African patients not
receiving HAART: a multicenter, observational, prospective,
cohort study in Rwanda. Curr HIV Res 2007; 5(1): 129-37.

[18] Robinson-Papp J, Simpson DM. neuromuscular diseases associated
with HIV-1 infection. Muscle Nerve 2009; 40(6):1043-53.

[19] Olsen MF, Kestel P, Tesfaye M, et al. Physical activity and
capacity at initiation of antiretroviral treatment in HIV patients in
Ethiopia. Epidemiol Infect 2014; 1-11.

[20] Campo M, Oursler KK, Huang L, et al. Association of chronic
cough and pulmonary function with 6-minute walk test
performance in HIV infection. J Acquir Immune Defic Syndr 2014;
65(5): 557-63.

[21] Gomes-Neto M, Conceigdo CS, Oliveira Carvalho V, et al. A
systematic review of the effects of different types of therapeutic



Cardiac Disease and HIV in Africa: A Case for Physical Exercise

[22]

(23]

[24]

[25]

[26]

exercise on physiologic and functional measurements in patients
with HIV/AIDS. Clinics (Sao Paulo) 2013; 68(8): 1157-67.

Hand GA, Phillips KD, Dudgeon WD, et al. Moderate intensity
exercise training reverses functional aerobic impairment in HIV-
infected individuals. AIDS Care 2008; 20(9): 1066-74.

Damasceno A, Dzudie A, Mayosi B. Heart failure in sub-Saharan
Africa: Time of action. J Am Coll Cardiol 2007, 50: 1688-93.

Jingi A, Noubiap J, Yonta E, ef al. A Centre for the Diagnosis and
Treatment of Tuberculosis (CDT) in a resource-limited setting: a
dragnet for patients with heart disease? Arch Public Health 2014;
72: 26.

Lee I-M, Shiroma EJ, Lobelo F, ef al. Impact of Physical inactivity
on the world’s major non-communicable diseases. Lancet 2012;
380(9838): 219-29.

Muthuri SK, Wachira L-JM, Leblanc AG, et al. Temporal trends
and correlates of physical activity, sedentary behaviour, and

[27]

(28]

[29]

The Open AIDS Journal, 2015, Volume 9 65

physical fitness among school-aged children in Sub-Saharan
Africa: a systematic review. Int J Environ Res Publ Health 2014;
11(3): 3327-59.

Mutimura E, Crowther N, Cade T, ef al. Exercise training reduces
central adiposity and improves metabolic indices in HAART-
treated HIV-positive subjects in rwanda: a randomized controlled
trial. AIDS Res Human Retrovir 2008; 24(1): 15-23.

Diehl K, Stauffer B, Greiner J, et al. Regular aerobic exercise
enhances endothelium t-PA release in adults with HIV-1.
Atheroscleros Thrombos Vascul Biol 2014; 34: A388.

Dolan S, Killelea K, Hadigan C, et al. Effects of exercise training
and metformin on body composition and cardiovascular indices in
HIV infected patients. AIDS 2004; 18: 465-73.

Received: July 31, 2015

© Ana Olga Mocumbi; Licensee Bentham Open.

This is an open access article licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/
3.0/) which permits unrestricted, non-commercial use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided the work is properly cited.

Revised: August 8, 2015

Accepted: August 16, 2015



