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Remember nonoxynol-9 (N-9)? It is the active ingredient in most over-the-counter birth control products. Some condoms are also coated with N-9. But here's something you should know: New research has shown that, while these products work for birth control, they do not reduce your risk of HIV. In fact, they might increase it.

N-9 is designed to kill sperm and has been used for birth control for over 50 years. In the 1980s, scientists found out that N-9 can kill HIV and some other sexually transmitted diseases (STDs). So they started testing to see if N-9 could be used as a microbicide -- something to put in the vagina or rectum before sex to reduce the risk of getting HIV or another STD. 

Overall, the research showed that low-dose N-9 products used a few times a week were safe. But using higher-dose products, or using N-9 products frequently (more than once a day), can irritate the vagina and may make it easier for HIV to get into a woman's blood stream if she is exposed to it. 

In July 2000, a study showed that frequent use of even a very low-dose product could be irritating. So the Centers for Disease Control announced that people should not use N-9 for disease prevention. They even said that plain lubricated condoms were safer than condoms with N-9 on them -- although using an N-9 condom is still safer than no condom at all. 

In October 2001, the World Health Organization (WHO) held a big meeting on N-9 with experts from around the world. The experts decided that:

- N-9 is not effective at preventing the transmission of HIV or other STDs and should not be used or promoted for disease prevention.

- N-9 products (alone or used with a diaphragm or cervical cap) are a good birth control option for some women. But N-9 may also increase a woman's chances of getting infected if she is exposed to HIV. So women at risk of HIV, especially those having sex more than once a day, should not use N-9 for birth control.

- Women who have low or no risk of HIV can continue to use N-9 for birth control unless it causes them irritation. 

- Products with N-9 should never be used for anal sex. The rectum is more fragile that the vagina. Even the very small amount of N-9 on condoms and in lubes can damage the rectum and increase HIV risk. 

- There is no proof that condoms with N-9 provide better protection from pregnancy or infection than plain lubricated condoms. Since N-9 condoms may cause irritation, they should not be promoted.

Condoms and lubes containing N-9 are still widely available in drug stores, sex shops and in some clinics and agencies. 

In September 2002, a large group of advocates and scientists called on manufacturers to stop making condoms and lubes with N-9. The group also urged consumers to read product labels carefully and avoid products containing N-9 (unless they chose to use them for birth control and were not at risk of HIV). 

The advocates also called for more research to find a microbicide that really will protect people from infection. Safe, effective microbicides are urgently needed and can be developed, they said. But N-9 is not one of them. 

For more information about microbicides, contact the Global Campaign for Microbicides at 202-454-5048 or www.global-campaign.org .
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