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Kenyan sex workers who appear immune
to HIV infection are being studied
closely by University of Manitoba scien-
tists who are trying to develop a vaccine
against the virus.

“If we can duplicate the biologic
mechanism that protects these women,
we will have the ability to
produce a vaccine that
safeguards against a wide
variety of HIVs,” said Dr.
Frank Plummer, a profes-
sor in the Department of
Medical Microbiology and
head of microbiology re-
search at Winnipeg’s Lab-
oratory Centre for Dis-
ease Control. He made
the comments during a
Feb. 27 speech to about
200 people in Winnipeg.

The discovery of pros-
titutes who were immune to HIV was ac-
cidental. In 1985, Plummer’s group was
studying diseases such as chlamydia and
gonorrhea in 600 sex workers from the
Nairobi slum of Pumwani. The re-

searchers also tested the women for HIV
infection and were shocked to find that
63% of the women tested positive — 18
years ago, AIDS was considered a disease
of gay men and people with hemophilia.

Plummer’s group embarked on a se-
ries of studies to look at risk factors for

these women, and the re-
sults were puzzling.
“The longer a woman
had been a prostitute,”
said Plummer, “the less
likely she was to be in-
fected with HIV.”

The group hypothe-
sized that some of the
women were resistant to
the virus, and proved it
by following a cohort of
2000 women. After 4
years, they found that
about 5% of the women

were resistant to HIV.
Since then, Plummer and his group

have been investigating what is protecting
these sex workers and why. Plummer said
the women don’t have HIV antibodies in

their blood, but they do have the cyto-
toxic T lymphocytes (CTLs) that recog-
nize HIV-infected cells. “We found that
60% of these resistant women have CTLs
to HIV, even though they are HIV nega-
tive,” Plummer said. 

The researchers also discovered “a
clustering of resistance” in some families,
with sisters, mothers, daughters, aunts
and nieces all being resistant to HIV.

Plummer predicts that it will likely take
another 5 to 10 years to develop an effec-
tive vaccine. — David Square, Winnipeg

Kenyan sex workers key to AIDS vaccine?

Dr. Frank Plummer: 5 to 10
years until an HIV vaccine
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Cumulative number of suspected and probable cases 
of SARS and deaths from SARS
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The outbreak of severe acute respira-
tory syndrome (SARS) that swept
Canada this spring prompted
CMAJ’s first attempt to respond to a
developing health crisis primarily
through its online version.

Although the paper version has al-
ready published a Public Health page
(CMAJ 2003;168[8]:1013) and papers
on SARS will appear in future issues,
CMAJ’s initial reporting on the new
illness has been directed mainly at
creating an online SARS resource sec-
tion for practising clinicians, which is
updated at least twice daily (www
.cmaj.ca/misc/sars.shtml). Elec-
tronic Publishing Manager Holly
Larocque said it quickly became one
of the most popular destinations at
eCMAJ, attracting 4000 visits the first
week; overall, the electronic journal
now averages more than 100 000 vis-
its a week.

Dr. John Hoey, the editor, said
the SARS crisis provides one of the
first major opportunities for online
medical sites to prove that the Inter-
net can be the key conduit for
emerging information. For instance,
the New England Journal of Medicine
published original articles on the
SARS situation in Toronto and
Hong Kong online on Mar. 31,
2003, and they contained informa-
tion that was current as of Mar. 30.

Hoey said the syndrome and the
response to it is another indication
that the Internet is going to trans-
form the dissemination of crucial
medical information. — CMAJ

eCMAJ’s SARS section
proves popular

The upward trend charted during the first 3 weeks of the SARS outbreak reveals why
the epidemic worried epidemiologists. Daily updates showing cumulative totals are
available at www.who.int and www.cmaj.ca. No cases were reported on Mar. 23.


