EXECUTIVE SUMMARY of MSS243R

Characterization of the pattern and trends of HIV spread among newly
diagnosed patients in Hong Kong

Objectives

With the aim of characterizing the risk of HIV spread in Hong Kong, this study involves the
epidemiologic analyses of data derived from newly diagnosed HIV patients, with the objectives of:
(a) defining the current pattern of HIV spread; (b) tracking the longitudinal trend of spread; and (c)
assessing the population risks of subsequent dissemination in the medium term.

Project design

Between July 2016 and Dec 2019, newly diagnosed HIV positive patients were recruited from major
HIV specialist clinics in Hong Kong for participation in the study. Enrolled patients were invited to
complete a questionnaire survey to capture their behavioural and social network profiles shortly
after one’s diagnosis, supplemented by the transcription of anonymised clinical data. Blood samples
were collected from recruited patients for molecular studies. With the collected data, epidemiologic
analyses were conducted. Molecular clustering of HIV was explored, and modelling was performed
to assess the effectiveness of measures for controlling the spread of HIV in Hong Kong.

Target population
HIV positive patients
Main results

The study has enrolled over 500 newly diagnosed HIV positive patients in Hong Kong. Between 2016
and 2018, the 2 major HIV subtype were B and CRFO1_AE. The pattern of HIV virus diversity has
changed over the years. Younger men who have sex with men (MSM) have been driving the ongoing
epidemic, while chemsex, referring to the sexualised use of drugs, had contributed to new infections
in recent years. Network clusters with newly diagnosed cases had a higher transmission speed and a
wider age difference, signifying the presence of disassortative mixing by age. Newly diagnosed cases
linking with past infections were more likely subtype B and younger. Newly diagnosed HIV positive
MSM linking with past ones were less likely engaged in chemsex. Past infections linking new cases
were younger, and were more connected in networks. Modelling results supported the hypothesis
that sexual activity and the resultant HIV transmission were product of individual’s networking
pattern and preferences of sex partners. In terms of HIV prevention strategies, targeting MSM
engaging in chemsex, gay dating app users, and those diagnosed with STI would be more effective
than a non-targeted approach.

Conclusions

Through the adoption of an inter-disciplinary approach, the study has enabled the projection of
Hong Kong's HIV epidemiologic patterns. The study results could be used for informing the
development of evidence-based interventions
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