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SCIENCE DISCOVERY

Biomarkers

Mercury Reporter

WAZULU-NATAL
sclentists led an in-
ternational research
team which discov-
ered new genetic markers that
identity why the onset of Aids
appears to occur so quickly in
some people atter they are in-
fected with HIV.

The study, published 1n the
journal Science, sheds new
light on how specific human
genes can lead to a faster dete-
rioration for people
living with HIV who
are not on treatment.

The sclentists
found that a spe-
cific-type Human
Leucocyvte Antigen
(HLA) gene complex
helps HIV 1nfect-

for HIV
treatment

suran and Dr Vivek Naran-
bhail, was conducted at the
Frederick National Laboratory
for Cancer Research (FNLCR),
the Ragon Institute of the Mas-
sachusetts General Hospital
and at the Krisp laboratories
at Nelson R Mandela School of
Medicine at UKZN.

The findings were the
culmination of five vears of
research, which 1ncluded
post-doctoral studies by Ram-
suran with Dr Mary Carring-
ton at FNCLR.

Ramsuran 1s a
South African scien-
tist for Krisp 1n the
College of Health
Sclences, UKZN, and
1s a Research Associ-
ate at Caprisa. Naran-
bhai 1s a South Afri-
"8 can scientist based at

ed cells escape the

»

The scilentists
work, which involved
research with 9763
people with HIV 1n
South Africa and the
US, showed that indi-
viduals with the spe-
cific gene complex
progress from being
without symptoms
to becoming ill with
Alds faster

In these Iindividuals, theilr
viral load was higher and
their CD4 immune cells were
destroved more rapidly, before
they started antiretroviral
treatment.

About two million of seven
million people living with HIV
in South Africa have this spe-
cific HLA type.

The team 1ncluded scien-
tists from the KwaZulu-Natal
Research Innovation and Se-
quencing Platform (Krisp),
the Centre for the Ailds Pro-
cramme of Research in South
Africa (Caprisa) and the
Human Pathogenesis Pro-
cramme (HPP) — all based
at the Unilversity of KwaZu-
lu-Natal (UKZN) - together
with researchers from the
US National Institutes of
Health, the Ragon Institute
and researcherstrom Harvard,
Oxford, Vanderbilt, Northwest-
ern and Stanford Universities,
Icahn School of Medicine at
Mount Sinai, Ecole Polytech-
nique Feédérale de Lausanne,
MIT, Walter Reed Army Insti-
tute of Research, University
of California — San Francisco,
San Francisco Department of
Health and Microsoft.

Most of the laboratory re-
search, led by Dr Veron Ram-

body’s first line of VERON and is affiliated with
defence, an immune  RAMSURAN  Oxford University;
cell known as natural the Ragon Institute
killer (NK) cells. and Caprisa.

VIVEK
NARANBHAI

Harvard University

The team con-
ducted additional
laboratory experi-
ments with cells iIn
test tubes, including
those assessing HIV
Infectivity

These confirmed
that the gene had a
direct effect on Killer
cells and that block-
ing the Interaction hetween the
two with certain drugs revers-
es this ettect.

“I was pleasantly surprised
by the findings as I expected
the opposite results since the
HLA genes were thought to
protect against viruses”, sald
Ramsuran.

“The human genome con-
tains genes that help to guard
the body against bacteria or
viruses. We have now shown a
potential detrimental effect of
specific HLA types 1n people
living with HIV who are not on
treatment. Further, we now un-
derstand that this 1s due to the
Interaction between HLA-A
expression and NK cells,” he
sald.

“Drugs to target the HLA
Interaction with immune cells
are being developed for cancer
but may be repurposed for HIV
treatment,” said Naranbhai.

“These results open a new
door to understanding why
some people become sick with
Alds so soon after acquiring
HIV infection”, said Professor
Salim Abdool Karim, Direc-
tor of Caprisa and Pro Vice-
Chancellor (Research) at
UKZN.

He said regular testing and
knowing one’s status was 1m-
portant.
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