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The human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) and
hepatitis C virus (HCV) share the same trans-
mission routes which lead to high coinfection
rates. Among HIV-infected individuals such
rates reached 21% in Argentina, being HCV-1a
the most predominant subtype. In this work,
25 HCV subtype 1a (HCV-1a) strains from
Argentinean patients coinfected with HIV were
studied based on E2 and NS5A sequences. Phy-
logenetic analyses indicated that 12 strains
were highly related to each other, constituting
a highly supported (posterior probability =
0.95) monophyletic group that we called “M.”
The remaining HCV strains (group dispersed or
“D") were interspersed along the phylogenetic
trees. When comparing both groups of HCV-1a,
10 amino acid differences were located in func-
tional domains of E2 and NS5A proteins that
appeared to affect eventually the peptides bind-
ing to MHC-I molecules thus favoring immune
escape and contributing to the divergence of
HCV genotypes. Bayesian coalescent analyses
for HCV-1a cluster M isolates indicated that the
time to the most recent common ancestor
(tMRCA) overlaps with the age estimated re-
cently for the HIV-BF epidemic in Argentina.
Furthermore, the genomic characterization
based on pol gene analysis from HIV viremic
patients showed that most HIV isolates from
patients coinfected with HCV-1a cluster M were
BF recombinants with identical recombination
patterns. In conclusion, these results suggest
the presence of an HCV-1a monophyletic cluster
with a potential HIV co-transmission by phylo-
genetic analyses. J. Med. Virol. 84:570-581,
2012. © 2012 Wiley Periodicals, Inc.
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INTRODUCTION

Hepatitis C virus (HCV) is an enveloped, positive-
stranded RNA virus and represents the Hepacivirus
genus in the Flaviviridae family [Choo et al., 1989].
The human immunodeficiency virus-type 1 (HIV-1)
is a member of the Lentivirus genus of the family
Retroviridae [Ratner et al., 1985]. The World Health
Organization (WHO) estimates that about 3% of the
world’s population has been infected with HCV and
that more than 170 million chronic carriers are at
risk of developing cirrhosis and/or liver cancer [NIH,
2002]. Seven million persons living with HIV/AIDS
are co-infected with HCV [Soriano et al., 2010].

The genetic diversity and evolution of the HCV are
important factors that shape the global epidemic, with
implications for diagnosis, pathogenesis, and treat-
ment duration and response. At least 7 major HCV
genotypes and more than 67 subtypes have been iden-
tified [Simmonds et al., 2005; Kuiken and Simmonds,
2009]. Some genotypes are associated with a predomi-
nant transmission route [Ramalho et al., 2000] or
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with a particular interferon resistance profile [Maekawa
and Enomoto, 2009]. In Argentina, the rate of HIV-
HCYV coinfection is approximately 21% [Laufer et al.,
2010]. A change was reported previously in the preva-
lence of HCV subtypes [Quarleri et al., 2007], being
HCV-1b the most prevalent in HCV monoinfected
patients [Quarleri et al., 2000] and subtype la in
patients coinfected with HIV and HCV [Bolcic et al.,
2008b, 2011]. The rate of response to pegylated inter-
feron and ribavirin (peg-IFN + RBV) therapy is lower
in HCV subtype la than subtypes 1b and 4 [Legrand-
Abravanel et al., 2009] and it appears to have
substituted subtype 1b gradually over the past
20 years [Ross et al., 2000]. Furthermore, when
comparing patients infected only with HCV-1 with
patients coinfected with HIV and HCV-1, the sus-
tained virological response is still lower among the
latter [Chung et al., 2004]. Such differential therapy
response rate could be influenced by host and viral-
related factors. Among the last ones, the non-structural
5A-NS5A- and the envelope-2-E2-proteins are pro-
posed but its clinical value as a predictive factor for
IFN-RBV therapy still remains uncertain [Hofmann
et al., 2005; Wohnsland et al., 2007].

Considering the increasing prevalence of HCV-1la
among patients coinfected with HIV, the main goal of
the present work was to empower the knowledge of
HCV-1a phylodynamics among patients coinfected with
HIV by analyzing the molecular diversity of the Argen-
tinean HCV-1a strains in Buenos Aires, Argentina.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Patients

Of the 84 patients coinfected with HCV and HIV
attending the Fernandez Hospital in Buenos Aires
city who were positive for HCV antibodies by enzyme
immunoassay (HCV 3.0 Murex, Abbott Laboratories,
Diagnostic Division, Chicago, IL) and plasma HCV-
RNA (AMPLICOR HCV test kit, Roche Molecular
Systems, Pleasanton, CA), 25 of these individuals
were infected with HCV-1a subtype (Inno-LiPA HCV
II, Innogenetics, N.V., Zwijnaarde, Belgium) and
available peg-IFN and RBV therapy outcome, being
eligible for recruitment. Their demographic and clini-
cal data are depicted in Tables Ia and Ib. Samples
from each individual were collected immediately prior
to start peg-IFN and RBV therapy to rule out any
possible clustering due to the adaptive convergence
forced by mutations.

This study was approved by the Ethics Committee
of the School of Medicine, University of Buenos Aires,
and consents were obtained from all participating
patients.

RNA Isolation, Reverse Transcription,
Amplification, and Sequencing

Viral RNA extraction, reverse transcription, and
amplification were performed as follows: RNA was
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extracted from 200 pl plasma using a phenol/guanidine
isothiocyanate solution (Trizol™ LS Reagent; Gibco
BRL, Carlsbad, CA), according to the manufacturer’s
instructions. The final product was dissolved in 20 ul
of RNase-free water. Reverse transcription was
performed with MMLYV reverse transcriptase (Promega,
Madison, WI) and random hexamers (Promega). The
HCV-E2, HCV-NS5A and HIV-pol nested-PCR proto-
cols were performed as described previously [Bolcic
et al.,, 2008a; Dilernia et al., 2011] thus obtaining
HCV-E2, HCV-NS5A, and HIV-pol amplicons with
lengths of 321 bp (positions 2211-2531), 405 bp (positions
6918-7322), and 1,060 bp (positions 2253-3315)
nucleotides, respectively. The products amplified were
electrophoresed on 1.5% agarose gel and visualized by
ethidium bromide staining. The DNA of each strain
obtained from the purified nested-PCR products
(Quick Spin; Qiagen, Venlo, Netherlands) was sub-
jected directly to double-stranded sequencing with dye-
labeled dideoxy terminators with those primers
employed previously for each region in the nested-
PCR (ABI PRISM 3100 automated sequencer, Applied
Biosystems, Foster City, CA).

HCV and HIV Phylogenetic Analyses

DNA sequences were edited and assembled using
the Sequencher software v.4.10.1 (Gene Codes). Refer-
ence sequences for the various HIV and HCV geno/
subtypes were obtained from the GenBank [Kuiken
et al., 2003, 2008]. Multiple sequence alignments
were achieved by the Mafft program [Katoh et al.,
2002, 2009].

Three HCV sequence datasets were incorporated
into phylogenetic analyses, including 25 Argentinean and
260 reference sequences for E2, NS5A, or concatenated
E2-NS5A.

For HIV phylogenetic analyses other three datasets
were used. One corresponded to the whole pol ampli-
con and the other two to the unconnected B and F
fractions. One hundred and ninety eight HIV
reference sequences were included in the alignments.
The unconnected fractions did not include the BF
recombinant reference sequences to confirm and to de-
termine the phylogenetic distribution of each fraction.

The most appropriate substitution model for the
datasets was selected with hierarchical likelihood
ratio testing implemented in ModelTest 3.7 [Posada
and Crandall, 1998]. The best-fitting model for all
datasets was the general time reversible model with a
gamma distribution and a proportion of invariable
sites (GTR + G + I). This model was used to estimate
the phylogenetic relationships between the HCV-la
and HIV strains with a maximum likelihood method
by heuristic searches implemented in the PhyML
version 3.0 computer program [Guindon and Gascuel,
2003]. A BioNd tree was used as an initial tree, which
was reordered subsequently by Nearest Neighbor In-
terchange (NNI) and Subtree Pruning and Regrafting
(SPR) branch permutations in order to maximize its
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TABLE Ia. Baseline Characteristics of the 25 Patients

Bolcic et al.

Time from Time from Year
Weight Risk ALT CD4 HCV-VL Fibrosis HIV HCV sample

Patient Gender Age (kg) group (IU/ml) (cells/ml) (log;o IU/ml)  stage infection® infection® collection
NR1 M 47 73 IDU 49 400 5.68 4 16 16 2007
NR2 M 37 77 IDU 66 522 6.01 1 2 16 2007
NR3 M 35 67 IDU 99 817 6.38 1 5 8 2007
NR4 M 39 76 IDU 48 414 5.61 3 8 12 2007
NR5 M 42 83 IDU 60 130 6.39 0 2 21 2007
NR6 F 51 ND HTS ND 547 5.25 ND 5 ND 2004
NR7 M 33 64 IDU 53 479 4.69 4 3 13 2007
NR8 M 33 72 IDU 124 376 6.08 2 5 5 2008
NR9 M 51 65 HTS 105 625 6.66 3 10 7 2008
NR10 M 40 75 IDU 97 303 5.86 2 21 10 2008
NR11 F 38 50 IDU 59 644 5.98 4 16 8 2009
NR12 M 45 70 HTS 50 483 5.40 1 1 5 2009
NR13 M 42 81 MSM 191 957 5.43 3 21 21 2009
NR14 M 41 58 MSM 92 262 6.53 1 ND ND 2009
NR15 M 42 95 IDU 59 ND 6.38 2 5 12 2009
NR16 M 51 ND IDU ND 482 5.70 ND 7 ND 2004
NR17 M 42 ND MSM ND 468 5.70 ND 7 ND 2004
NR18 F 50 ND IDU ND 661 5.70 ND 5 ND 2003
NR19 M 55 ND IDU ND 422 5.52 ND 23 ND 2006
NR20 M 40 ND MSM ND 510 5.70 ND 9 ND 2005
SVR1 F 37 54 HTS 29 476 5.82 0 6 15 2007
SVR2 M 41 80 HTS 145 329 5.17 ND 12 12 2008
SVR3 M 34 67 IDU 41 1448 6.74 ND 25 25 2009
SVR4 M 45 65 MSM 115 989 4.76 ND 22 22 2009
SVR5 M 41 ND IDU ND 471 5.64 ND 17 ND 2004

IDU, injecting drug user; HTS, heterosexual; MSM, men who have sex with men; VL, viral load; ALT, alanine amino transferase; ND, not

determined.
“Estimated since infection diagnosis.

likelihood score. Individual nodes’ supports in the
most likely tree topology were estimated with a non-
parametric bootstrap test (1,000 replicates). The tree
topology was midpoint rooted for illustration purposes
and drawn using the Dendroscope v2.7.4 program
[Huson et al., 2007].

Recombination Analysis

The 25 Argentinean HCV-1a sequences at both E2
and NS5A genes were screened for recombination by
using the SimPlot program [Lole et al., 1999]. This
software is based on a sliding window method and

TABLE Ib. Baseline Characteristics of the Patients: Comparison Between M and D Groups

Characteristics M group (n = 12) D group (n = 13) P-Value
Gender
Male 10 11 >0.05%
Female 2 2
Risk group
IDU 6 9 >0.05%
HTS 4 1
MSM 2 3
Non responders (NR) 9 11 >0.05%
Sustained virological responders (SVR) 3 2
Fibrosis METAVIR 3—4 score 1.4 2.4 >0.05"
Age + SD (years) 41+ 5 42 + 6 >0.05"
ALT =+ SD (IU/ml) 82 + 36 83 + 56 >0.05"
CD4 + SD (cells/ml) 456.1 + 232.8 630.6 + 293.1 >0.05P
HCV-VL + SD (log copies/ml) 6.16 + 6.16 6 +6.17 >0.05"
Estimated duration of HIV infection + SD (years)® 11.5 £ 6.9 11.3+ 79 >0.05P
Estimated duration of HCV infection + SD (years)® 12.1 + 5.9 15.8 + 6.2 >0.05°
IDU, injecting drug user; HTS, heterosexual;, MSM, men who have sex with men; VL, viral load; ALT, alanine-amino transferase; SD,

standard deviation.

2Fisher’s exact test.
"Mann-Whitney test.

“Time of serological diagnosis.
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constitutes a way of displaying graphically the coher-
ence of the sequence relationship over the entire
length of a set of aligned homologous sequences. The
window width and the step size were set to 100 and
20 bp, respectively [Lole et al., 1999]. The results
obtained from the recombination analysis were
confirmed by bootscanning [Salminen et al., 1995].
In this case, a sliding window of 100 nucleotides was
used, moving 20 nucleotides at a time.

The HIV recombinant analyses were performed
using the jumping profile Hidden Markov Model
(GjpHMM) probabilistic approach with program default
parameters. They allowed comparing a sequence to a
pre-calculated multiple alignment of the major HIV-1
subtypes. For a query sequence, phylogenetic recombi-
nation breakpoints are predicted and each region of
the sequence is assigned to one HIV-1 subtype
[Schultz et al., 2006, 2009; Zhang et al., 2006].

Amino Acid Analysis

The VESPA program [Korber and Myers, 1992] was
used to characterize different amino acid signature
patterns in a set of query sequences in relation to a
set of reference sequences. VESPA calculates the
frequency of each amino acid at each position in an
alignment for the query and reference set, and selects
the positions for which the most common character in
the query set differs from that in the background set.
The frequencies of characters at the signature sites
were also calculated. The HCV H77 strain (GenBank
accession number AF009606) was used as a reference
sequence for amino acid numbering.

Comparative Analysis of the Major
Histocompatibility Complex (MHC)
Peptide Binding

Since the MHC—peptide binding is a necessary re-
quirement for its recognition by a T cell, mutations
affecting anchor positions (e.g., second position and
the C-terminal position of the peptide) could affect
their capability to bind MHC molecules. Considering
the plausible different amino acid constitution in the
E2 and NS5A derived-epitopes among Argentinean
HCV-1a strains, the impact on the MHC-peptide
binding was predicted by the algorithm based on ma-
trix-based method NetMHC 3.2 server that exhibits
the largest HLA allelic coverage [Lundegaard et al.,
2011]. This tool uses artificial neural networks
(ANNs) and weights matrices [Nielsen et al., 2003]
trained for 57 different HLA alleles representing all
12 HLA A and B supertypes [Lund et al., 2004]. The
HCV-1a cytotoxic T-lymphocyte (CTL) epitope sequen-
ces were defined according to those included in
two databases: the HCV Immunology Database [www.
hev.lanl.gov] [Yusim et al.,, 2005] and the Immune
Epitope Database [http://www.immuneepitope.com]
[Vita et al., 2010] involving the epitopes that verified
amino acid differences when comparing Argentinean
HCV-1a groups.
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Bayesian Coalescence Analyses

Rates of nucleotide substitutions per site and diver-
gence times were estimated for the 25 HCV-1la
sequences at both E2 and NS5A genes from Argenti-
nean isolates. The sampling time was known for each
sample and the time-span covered by the samples
ranged from 2003 to 2009 (Table Ia). The Bayesian
Markov chain Monte Carlo (MCMC) algorithm were
used for the estimation of the posterior distribution of
parameters, which is implemented in the BEAST
v1.5.4 program [Drummond and Rambaut, 2007]. The
posterior distribution of trees was estimated with
Tamura—Nei variable base frequencies with a gamma
distribution (TrN + G) model.

Three molecular clock models were compared to
reconstruct trees under the most appropriate evolu-
tionary model: a strict clock model and two models
of relaxed clock, assuming either uncorrelated
exponential or lognormal prior distribution of substi-
tution rates among lineages [Drummond et al., 2006].
According to the Bayes Factor, the evolutionary model
that best fit these datasets was the relaxed clock
assuming an uncorrelated lognormal prior distribu-
tion and the demographic model used to determine
the changes in effective population size over time was
the Constant Size one. Analyses were run twice
for 10° generations, sampling tree every 1,000 steps
and discarding the first 10% as burn-in. MCMC
convergence and effective sample size (ESS) were
checked using the TRACER v1.5 program [Drummond
and Rambaut, 2007]. Analyses were considered to
have converged and reached stability after the burn-
in period when the ESS value was higher than 200.
Uncertainty in the estimates was indicated by the
95% highest probability density (HPD) values.

Nucleotide Sequences Accession Number

Argentinean sequences were submitted to GenBank
with accession numbers JF749227—-JF749251 for NS5A,
JF749252-JF749276 for E2, and JN206619—-JN206626
for HIV-pol sequences.

A full listing of the GenBank reference sequence
accession numbers used in this study is available
upon request.

Statistical Analysis

A descriptive analysis of baseline variables was con-
ducted looking at the central tendency and dispersion.
These values were compared aimed to ensure that the
demographic, epidemiological, and clinical character-
istics. Fisher’s exact test was used to analyze qualita-
tive variables and Mann—Whitney test to analyze
quantitative variables. All statistical tests were two-
sided, with a type I error of 5%. Statistical analyses
were performed using the SPSS v.12.0 (SPSS Corpo-
ration, Chicago, IL).

J. Med. Virol. DOI 10.1002/jmv
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RESULTS

According to the epidemiological data available, the
HCV-1la subtype was transmitted mainly among
injecting drug users. Prospectively, only five out of
the 25 patients were sustained virological responders
to peg-IFN and RBV treatment (no evidence of serum
HCV-RNA at 6 months after the end-of-treatment)
(Tables Ia and Ib). All patients were residents of Bue-
nos Aires city and surrounding areas; no epidemiolog-
ical link was found between them and they had no
history of traveling abroad.

HCV Phylogenetic and Recombination Analyses

The phylogenetic relatedness among all character-
ized Argentinean HCV-la strains were coincident
irrespectively of the genomic region considered (E2,
NS5A, and E2-NS5A concatenated sequences). These
HCV-1a sequences formed two distinct groups among
HCV-la sequences from public databases. They
include a monophyletic group of 12 HCV-1a closely re-
lated sequences defined as cluster “M” and supported
statistically by a high bootstrap value. The remaining

1 %. IM group
=

Bolcic et al.

13 sequences-named as group “D” were dispersed
along the HCV-1a subtype (Fig. 1).

When comparing the characteristics of patients
with HCV-1a from the groups M and D (Table Ib), no
relationship was found among the phylogenetic distri-
bution of Argentinean HCV-1a isolates, gender, route
of infection, or the end-of-treatment response (P > 0.05,
Fisher’s exact test).

The recombination analysis showed that no HCV-1a
Argentinean sequence presented recombination
events in any of the genomic regions analyzed.

Amino Acid Analysis and Comparative HCV-1a
Derived-Peptides MHC Class I Binding
Predictions

The VESPA program was used to characterize
different amino acid signature patterns for groups M
and D through E2 and the NS5A amino acid sequen-
ces (Table II).

Group M sequences differed from those belonging
to group D in 10 amino acid positions (N653D, E655D,
S686T, and A710V for E2, and L2198V, Q2228E,

S

E
g
%
0

i
g

2

Fig. 1. Maximum likelihood tree of 285 HCV sequences including 25 HCV-la Argentinean
sequences. The HCV Argentinean monophyletic (M) group is denoted. Black and gray boxes indicate
HCYV isolates obtained for non responder (NR) and sustained virological responder (SVR) patients,
respectively. Bootstrap values are shown on branches. Branch lengths are proportional to the number
of nucleotide substitutions per aligned site (bar = 0.01 substitutions).

J. Med. Virol. DOI 10.1002/jmv



A Clustering Phenomenon Among HCV-1a Strains 575
TABLE II. Summary of VESPA Program Results Comparing the HCV-la Group M and D Sequences
E2
Position 653 655 686 710
M group N 83%; D 8% E 92%; D 8% S 100%; T 0% A 92%; V 8%
D group D 77%; N 8% D 54%; E 38% T 54%; S 46% V 62%; A 38%
NS5A
Position 2198 2228 2268 2283 2287 2320
M group L 100%; V 0% Q 75%; E25 183%;V 8% Q 58%; P 41% V 67%; 125% Q 83%; Q 17%
D group V 46%; L 23% E 62%; Q15% V 70%; 123% P 92%; Q 7% I70%; V23% R 54%; Q 23%

Marker amino acids (>70%) are in bold (P < 0.05).

12268V, Q2283P, V22871, and Q2320R for NS5A)
(Table II), including twelve CTL epitopes. Six of them
showed altered predicted binding affinity (four E2-
derived and two NS5A-derived) to eleven MHC-I
alleles by in silico analysis (Table III). The HCV-1a
peptides are E2654-662 LEDRDRSEL, E2686-700
TTGLIHLHQNIVDV, E2701-715 YLYGVGSSIVSWALI,
E2708-716 SIVSWAIKW, NS5A2197—2205 SVASSSASQ,
and NS5A2266-2275 REISVPAEIL.

However, it is important to recognize the limitations
inherent in the use of epitope prediction programs. No
epitope prediction program is perfectly accurate, and
there is substantial disagreement among epitopes pre-
dicted by each program [Gowthaman and Agrewala,
2008; Wang et al., 2008].

Rates and Dates of HCV Evolution

Demographic reconstruction analyses were per-
formed in order to investigate the origin and spread of
the 25 Argentinean HCV-1a strains. A relaxed clock
was used in the datasets as the best model to fit the
samples.

The time of the most recent common ancestor
(tMRCA) for the sequences from the group M was es-
timated to be around 1991 for E2 and 1990 for NS5A
while for the group D it was around 1973 for E2 and
1971 for NS5A. Irrespectively of the HCV genomic
region considered, no differences were found when
comparing the substitution rates between groups M
and D (Table IV).

HIV Phylogenetic and Recombination Analyses

Considering the HIV-HCV coexistence in a given
host and plausible reciprocal influences, HIV sequen-
ces from patients included in the study were also
analyzed based on partial pol gene sequences. Given
that all the individuals from the study population
were under antiretroviral therapy, the HIV RNA was
only detectable (>50 copies/ml) in 8 out of 25 patients.
Among them, 6 corresponded to patients infected with
HCV-1a strains who were included into the cluster M,
and infected with HIV subtype BF, whereas the other
two were infected with HIV subtype B (Fig. 2). The

former were isolated from intravenous drug users
(NR1, NR8; NR14), heterosexual (NR5), and men
having sex with men (NR4, NR15) patients while for
the latter were both IDU individuals. In order to
determine the recombinant pattern of HIV sequences,
the jpHMM algorithm was used to distinguish the dif-
ferent mosaics. Recombination analyses showed that
five out of six HIV-BF recombinant strains (NRI,
NR5, NR8, NR14, and NR15) exhibited the same pol
gene mosaic pattern and confirmed that the B sequen-
ces (NR2 and NR17) were HIV-B (Fig. 3).

As the available phylogenetic tools are incapable of
considering recombinant events, phylogenetic infer-
ences of the unconnected B and F fractions of the
sequences studied here were carried out. The ML tree
corresponding to the B fraction showed no relation-
ship among Argentinean HIV sequences. Conversely,
the ML tree corresponding to the F portion suggests a
phylogenetic association among five Argentinean
HIV sequences (NR1, NR5, NR8, NR14, and NR15)
(Fig. 4). Interestingly, those isolates were obtained
from patients infected with HCV-1a subtype included
in the cluster M.

DISCUSSION

In Argentina, HCV-1a is the most prevalent HCV
subtype in patients coinfected with HIV [Bolcic et al.,
2008b, 2011], whereas in HCV monoinfected patients,
the most prevalent subtype was characterized as 1b
[Quarleri et al., 2000]. It has been reported that
HCV-1b in HCV monoinfected patients cluster in two
distinct groups, and a statistical association was ob-
served between HCV-1b sequence distribution and the
final HCV treatment response [Di Lello et al., 2008].

This work describes the HCV-1a phylogenetic distri-
bution of strains in patients coinfected with HIV from
Buenos Aires, Argentina, and their relationship with
HCV sequences around the world. A group of highly
related sequences (cluster M) was found by analyzing
two HCV genomics regions (E2 and NS5A) separately
or concatenated. No association was observed between
the HCV-1a sequence distribution and the route of in-
fection, time of isolation or end-of-treatment response.

J. Med. Virol. DOI 10.1002/jmv
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TABLE III. Amino Acids Variation Between Argentinean Sequences and the Relationship With Predicted HLA Binding

HLA Alleles
Position Peptide A0202 A0203 A0250 A6801 A6802 B150 B1501 B1517 B4001 B4002 B4403

H77 654—662 LEDRDRSEL

M group Rk NB NB NB NB NB NB NB NB | B NB NB
D group D NB NB NB NB NB NB NB NB NB NB NB
H77 686-701 STGLIHLHQNIVDVQ

M group R ek NB NB NB NB NB NB NB NB NB NB NB
D group R NB NB NB NB B NB NB NB NB NB NB
H77 701-716 YLYGVGSSIASWAIK

M group R ok NB NB NB NB NB NB NB NB NB NB NB
D group A VA ) ] NB NB NB B B B NB NB NB NB
H77 708-716 SIASWAIKW

M group Ak NB NB NB NB NB NB NB B NB NB NB
D group S VA NB NB NB NB NB NB NB NB NB NB NB
H77 2197-2205 SVASSSASQ

M group B T B B B NB NB NB B NB NB NB NB
D group Rk NB NB NB B NB NB NB NB NB NB NB
H77 2266-2275 REISVPAEIL

M group Rk NB NB NB NB NB NB NB NB B B B
D group B VAN NB NB NB NB NB NB NB NB B NB NB

Gray boxes denote potential change in peptide binding affinity. NB, non-binding to HLA alleles; B, binding to HLA alleles.
Bolded and underlined amino acids in the prototype HCV-1a sequence (H77) are those that exhibit variations in comparison with in M or D

groups of HCV sequences.
*Identical amino acid sequence.

The HCV-1a stains included in the cluster M pre-
sented a characteristic amino acid signature pattern
that differed in 10 positions (4 in E2; 6 in NS5A) in
comparison to group D. By in silico analysis, these
amino acid variations seemed to have a potential im-
pact on the binding to MHC-I molecules and could
eventually favor the escape to immune surveillance
which is a significant driving force in the divergence
of the HCV genotypes [Duan et al., 2010; Shehzadi
et al., 2011; de Queiroz et al., 2011]. However, the po-
tential changes in binding affinities deserve further
confirmation by biological assays taking into account
that they were drawn from bioinformatics analyses
and that the HLA haplotypes in these patients were
not determined.

The tMRCA of the HCV-1a cluster M sequences was
calculated to be around 20 years ago with a high pos-
terior density going from the 1970s to the beginning
of 2000. Interestingly, several studies [Aulicino et al.,
2007; Bello et al., 2010; Dilernia et al., 2011] have
reported recently that the origin of the HIV-BF sub-
type in South America dates from the beginning of
the 1970s, overlapping with the HPD 95% found for

the HCV-1a Argentinean sequences included into the
cluster M. Nevertheless, the 95% HPD intervals found
for the tMRCA of the HCV-1a cluster, final conclu-
sions remain elusive. This limitation deserves further
investigation with a longer time span of sampling
that allows reaching short confidence intervals for
dates, and higher precision. Another possibility would
be the use of an alternative genomic region with avail-
able external calibration rates, like the NS5B gene.
Considering that patients enrolled in this study come
from Buenos Aires and surrounding areas, further re-
search is needed to elucidate whether additional
HCV-1a sequences from other Argentinean provinces
might be incorporated into the cluster M and if these
HCV-1a isolates are combined with HIV BF isolates
when they are identified in patients co-infected with
HIV.

HIV strains in these co-infected patients were B or
BF recombinants. In Argentina, the CRF12_BF and
related recombinants are predominant among inject-
ing drug users and heterosexually infected individua-
Is, while subtype B is found preferentially among
MSM [Avila et al., 2002] but here the distribution did

TABLE IV. Estimated Evolutionary Parameters of Argentinean Sequences Included in the Different Groups for Both E2
and NS5A Analyzed Regions

Region Description Substitution rate® tMRCA (95% HPD)
E2 M group 9.2E-3 (1.68E-5/2E-2) 1991 (2003-1973)
D group 5.2E- 3 (1.3E-3/9.5E-3) 1977 (1999-1941)
NS5A M group 1.04E-2 (1.2E-5/2E-2) 1990 (2006-1971)
D group 7.01E-3 (4.8E-3/9.2E-3) 1976 (2000-1931)

All values have ESS > 200.
ASubstitutions per site per year.
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Fig. 2. HIV-pol representative plots for recombination analysis. Three different patterns were
obtained: (A) BF recombinant pattern identified for HIV-pol sequences in non-responder patient 1
(NR1), NR8, NR12, NR14, and NR15; (B) BF recombinant pattern identified for HIV-pol sequences in
a sustained virological responder patient 4 (SVR4); and (C) HIV-pol sequences subtype B identified in

NR2 and NR17.

not appear to be related with the associated risk of
infection. Nevertheless the relatively small sample
size precludes any final conclusion.

The plausible coincidence observed between the
tMRCA of the HCV-1a cluster M and the Argentinean
HIV-BF epidemic allows hypothesizing that a lineage
of HCV-1a could have been introduced into Buenos
Aires, Argentina, together with the HIV-BF epidemic.
In this regard, three additional observations give

additional support. First, the HIV-BF recombinants
were isolated coincidentally from coinfected patients
whose HCV-1a strains belonged to the cluster M. Sec-
ond, most of these HIV-BF recombinant strains exhib-
ited an identical pol gene mosaic pattern. Finally,
they were related phylogenetically to each other after
the analysis of the F unconnected fraction. Phyloge-
netic analyses of the corresponding B fraction of the
genome indicated no association, but considering that
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Fig. 3. Maximum likelihood tree of 200 HIV-pol sequences, including 8 Argentinean sequences.
Gray and black boxes indicate the sequences linked to HCV strains from the M and D, respectively.
Bootstrap values are given on branches. Branch lengths are proportional to the number of nucleotide
substitutions per aligned site (bar = 0.1 substitutions).
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Fig. 4. Maximum likelihood tree of the pol HIV-F fractions of the HIV-BF recombinant sequences.
Gray and black boxes indicate the sequences linked to HCV strains from the M and D groups,
respectively. Bootstrap values are given on branches. Branch lengths are proportional to the number
of nucleotide substitutions per aligned site (bar = 0.1 substitutions).
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the B fragment is considerably smaller than the F
portion, a relatively weak phylogenetic signal in these
sequences was conceivable.

In conclusion, the analyses of HCV subtype la
strains isolated from patients coinfected with HCV
and HIV attended in a single Hospital in Buenos
Aires, Argentina, allowed identification of a mono-
phyletic cluster with a potential HCV-1a/HIV co-
transmission by phylogenetic analyses.
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