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Scientists from the University of Manitoba Biology of Sexually Transmitted Infection MRC research group have been studying the basis for resistance to infection with the AIDS virus (HIV) for the past ten 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 to HIV.  Most evidence suggests that these women are naturally immune to HIV.  Although they don’t have antibody to HIV in their blood, their white blood cells are able to recognize and kill HIV infected cells.  They also have HIV-1 antibody in their genital tract that is able to neutralize a broad range of HIV viruses.  The extreme variability in HIV, which the virus uses to evade the body’s immune system, has been a major obstacle to the development of vaccines for HIV.  The white blood cells, or killer T cells, of these resistant prostitutes seem to be able to kill a broad range of HIV viruses.  Understanding, how these white blood cells antibodies do this and why these women develop them, could be the key to effective vaccines for HIV.  Recently, the research group has discovered that these women have an altered immune response in general.  Not only do they respond differently than most other to HIV-1, they respond differently to other common infections as well.  This suggests that some fundamental difference in the immune system of these “HIV resistant prostitutes” may explain why they become resistant to HIV infection.  In further studies, funded by the Canadian Institutes of Health Research, they will investigate these unusual immune responses further, trying to understand if they are protecting against HIV-1 and why they develop.  Understanding the basis for protection against HIV in this group of women may help to speed the development of vaccines for HIV. 
