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Background
The female genital tract is an important site of HIV
acquisition, but the epithelial and submucosal tissue fac-
tors associated with HIV susceptibility have not been
defined.

Methods
Ectocervical biopsies were obtained from HIV-exposed
seronegative (HESN) women (n=20) and HIV-seronega-
tive lower risk controls (n=20). Epithelial thickness and
tissue distribution of immunological markers were
assessed in situ by immunohistochemistry and measure-
ment of mRNA expression was performed by quantita-
tive PCR.

Results
The thickness of the ectocervical epithelium was signifi-
cantly higher in HESN vs. lower risk subjects. CD4 and
DC-SIGN mRNA expression was significantly lower in
HESN than lower risk women, and in situ immunohisto-
chemical analysis confirmed the reduced CD4 expression
in HESN participants. In addition, immunohistochemistry
demonstrated lower CCR5 and higher Langerin expres-
sion in the HESN subjects.

Conclusion
A thicker epithelial barrier and altered expression of
HIV binding receptors in the ectocervix of HESN
women may contribute to protection against HIV
transmission.
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