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AIMS: NKG2A is an inhibitory C-type lectin receptor whose expression is dysregulated
in natural killer (NK) cells and T cells during HIV-1 infection. This longitudinal study
analysed whether changes in the number and phenotype of NK cells occurred after an
interruption in HAART and whether increases in HIV1 viraemia during treatment
interruption (TI) affected the expression of the inhibitory C-type lectin receptor NKG2A
on NK cells and T cells.

METHODS: Expression of NKG2A on NK cells and T cells was investigated in two
groups of HIV-1-positive patients, either with or without viraemia prior to TI. Cell
phenotype was analysed by flow cytometry before TI, during early TI (0.5–2 months) and
within 1 month of resuming HAART after patient-directed TI.

RESULTS: Patients with baseline undetectable viral loads had a significantly greater
proportion of NK cells expressing NKG2A (mean 33.7±SD 11.2%) compared to those
with viraemia (20.7±10.9%, P<0.005). In healthy controls 58.6±12.6% of NK cells
expressed NKG2A. Despite similar viraemia during TI in both groups, no significant
changes occurred in the absolute numbers or percentages of NK cells in either group.
There was no change in the proportion of NK cells expressing NKG2A during or after the
period of TI. In contrast, the proportion of T cells expressing NKG2A increased, on
average from 2.7±1.4% to 3.8±2.3% (P<0.005), in both groups over the course of TI and
no significant differences were observed between the two groups.



CONCLUSION: Patients with long-standing viral suppression have a greater percentage
of NKG2A-expressing NK cells than those with chronic viraemia. Reduced proportions
of NKG2A+ NK cells are not determined by short-term changes in viraemia; in contrast,
NKG2A+ T cells are more sensitive to virus.
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