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Babies May Benefit From HIV Drugs in Breast Milk 
B Y  D I A N A  M A H O N E Y

Ne w England Bureau

B O S T O N — High levels of antiretroviral
drugs measured in the breast milk of HIV-
positive mothers and in the blood of their
breast-fed infants could protect against
transmission of the virus from mother to
baby, Roger L. Shapiro, M.D., said at the
annual meeting of the Infectious Diseases
Society of America.

His study’s “surprising” findings also

suggest that it may not be necessary to pro-
phylactically treat infants of infected moth-
ers directly, provided the at-risk babies are
getting therapeutic doses of the highly ac-
tive antiretroviral drugs from their moth-
ers’ milk, reported Dr. Shapiro of the Har-
vard School of Public Health in Boston.

It is standard practice for physicians to
advise HIV-positive women to take anti-
retroviral drugs while pregnant and during
childbirth to prevent transmission of the
virus to their babies. The babies themselves

are also routinely treated with daily doses
of an antiretroviral drug such as zidovu-
dine (AZT) for up to a month, sometimes
in combination with a single dose of nevi-
rapine at birth, Dr. Shapiro said.

Breast-feeding is typically not recom-
mended for infected mothers, however,
because as many as one in eight babies
born to women with HIV/AIDS acquires
the virus during breast-feeding, he said.

Because formula feeding is not a rea-
sonable option for some women, particu-

larly those in developing countries with
limited access to infant formula and clean
water, researchers worldwide have been
investigating options for preventing trans-
mission of HIV during breast-feeding. To-
ward this end, Dr. Shapiro and his col-
leagues at Harvard sought to determine
what, if any, therapeutic or protective ef-
fect maternal antiretroviral therapy could
have on breast-fed infants.

The investigation, which was part of a
larger transmission-prevention study fund-
ed by the National Institutes of Health, in-
cluded 20 breast-feeding mothers with
full-blown AIDS in Botswana. All of the
women had been placed on an antiretro-
viral combination drug regimen compris-

ing nevirapine
(NVP), lamivu-
dine (3TC), and
z i d o v u d i n e
(AZT). Their
infants also re-
ceived a single
dose of nevi-
rapine and oral
AZT during the
course of
breast-feeding.

Laboratory
testing at 2 and
5 months after
birth showed

high levels of all three drugs in the moth-
ers’ breast milk samples. Blood tests
showed that the infants might have
achieved high enough levels of NVP and
possibly 3TC and AZT from breast-feed-
ing to prevent transmission of the virus
through breast milk, said Dr. Shapiro.
“What was surprising about what we
found is that the infants of mothers who
were receiving [the drug combination]
had higher than expected levels” of NVP
and 3TC, he said.

At 971 ng/mL, the median serum con-
centration of NVP was 36-360 times high-
er than the IC50 (the level that inhibits 50%
viral growth in vitro) for that drug. The
3TC levels ranged from 0.8 to 47 times the
IC50 levels, which “was higher than we ex-
pected it to be, but still lower than what we
want the target concentrations for pro-
phylaxis to be,” said Dr. Shapiro. 

The serum levels of AZT transmitted
through breast milk could not be deter-
mined because the infants were receiving
that drug directly.

The observed effect could represent a
“two-for-one” deal, he said. “It’s believed
that maternal antiretroviral therapy de-
creases the risk of transmission to breast-
feeding infants by reducing virus levels in
the mother’s breast milk. It now appears
possible that the transmission risk may be
reduced by breast-feeding because the in-
fants are getting enough of the drugs di-
rectly,” he said.

Additional studies are needed to deter-
mine whether exposure to the AIDS med-
ications through breast milk alone will be
risky for infants who have already acquired
HIV in utero or during birth. It also is pos-
sible exposed infants could develop toxici-
ties from the antiretroviral drugs, includ-
ing lowered blood counts, liver problems,
or allergic reactions, he noted. ■

In the
investigation,
infants of mothers
who were
receiving the
drug combination
were reported to
have higher-than-
expected levels
of NVP and 3TC.


