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Genetic and Phenotypic Characterization of Resistance to HIV-1 Infection
 

Scientists from the University of Manitoba Biology of Sexually Transmitted Infection CIHR Research Group have been studying the basis for resistance to infection with the AIDS virus (HIV) for the past 10 years. Working with a group of prostitutes who practice their sex trade in a slum in Nairobi, Kenya, they have identified a group of 120 women who remain HIV uninfected despite many years of exposure. Evidence suggests that these women are naturally immune to HIV. Although they don’t have antibody to HIV, their white blood cells (WBC) are able to recognize and kill HIV infected cells. The WBCs, or killer T cells, of these women seem to be able to kill a broad range of HIV viruses. Understanding how these WBCs do this and why these women develop them could be the key to effective vaccines for HIV. Recently, the research group has discovered that there is clustering of HIV resistance in families. This suggests that there may be a gene or genes that permits the immune system of these women to develop protective immune responses.  In a continuing study, the research team will study the families of these women to confirm that there is a genetic basis for HIV resistance and determine how it is inherited.  They will determine if HIV resistance is linked to resistance to other infections and begin a search for the genes involved.  This work could be very important in developing a vaccine for HIV, but could also lead to an understanding of resistance to other infectious diseases and how the immune system responds to infection.

