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Top biomedical scientists from 12 countries will receive an important boost at a critical time in 
their careers from the Howard Hughes Medical Institute’s (HHMI) inaugural International Early 
Career Scientist (IECS) awards.  A total of $20 million has been committed by the HHMI for the 
awards. 

The 28 scientists, chosen from 760 applicants, represent a wide range of disciplines, from 
neuroscience to virology to plant science.  All the awardees trained in the United States as a 
graduate student or a postdoctoral fellow and have published important research.  “These are 
the people who, 10 years from now, we expect will be the scientific leaders in their countries,” 
HHMI President Robert Tjian says. 

UKZN academic and eminent scientist Professor Thumbi Ndung’u is a recipient of the prestigious 
award estimated at approximately $(US)650 000. The funds will be awarded over a five year 
period: $100,000 a year for five years plus $150,000 the first year for major equipment purchases 
and other investments (an additional supplement will go to their university or research institution). 
The funding will start in February 2012. 

Professor Ndung’u leads a multidisciplinary team of researchers working in the fields of HIV and 
TB pathogenesis and vaccine development and has a special interest in capacity building for 
biomedical research in Africa especially the training of globally competitive African scientists. His 
research interests are host-virus interactions, antiviral immune responses and biomedical 
interventions applicable to resource-limited settings.  He has a special interest in the 
development of biomedical interventions that can be used in resource-limited settings to stop 
the spread of HIV and AIDS. He is the Director of the HIV Pathogenesis Programme (HPP) at the 
Doris Duke Medical Research Institute at UKZN and holds the South African Research Chair in 
Systems Biology of HIV/AIDS at the University. 

Professor Ndung’u, his team and their collaborators are currently studying how certain individuals 
are able to resist HIV-1 infection despite evidence of persistent exposure and how certain HIV-1 
infected people are able to achieve relative control of HIV-1 replication.  The knowledge 
gained from studies of people able to resist or control HIV-1 may eventually be used to develop 
novel vaccines or therapies against HIV and AIDS. 

 



Professor Ndung’u graduated with a degree in Veterinary Medicine from the University of Nairobi 
in Kenya and obtained a PhD in Biological Sciences in Public Health (Virology) from Harvard 
University. He then pursued postdoctoral studies in Virology at Harvard’s medical school and 
received the Edgar Haber Award at Harvard University for outstanding doctoral thesis research. 
In 2007 he was awarded the prestigious Vice-Chancellor’s Research Award for exceptional 
research and research-related scholarly activities. 

Professor Ndungu's and his research group have made recent discoveries on innate and 
adaptive immune mechanisms of HIV control during acute and chronic infection.  His group has 
identified an intracellular protein that blocks HIV replication and he has also shown that in 
certain individuals the immune system may "cripple" the virus and make it less pathogenic. These 
findings may be used to design novel vaccines against the virus. Professor Ndungu’s previous 
significant research accomplishments include the development of the first full-length infectious 
clone of HIV1C from Africa, an important reagent for detailed genetic studies of this strain.  This 
genetic tool allows for various studies on drug sensitivity and vaccine design to be conducted. 
He is also recognized with the generation of a subtype C simian human immunodeficiency virus 
(SHIV), a genetic chimera between HIV and SIV viruses that allows the use of rhesus monkey 
models to conduct HIV vaccine tests.  

Professor Ndung’u has published over 80 scientific papers in peer-reviewed journals in the fields 
of virology and immunology. He was co-Chair of Global HIV Vaccine Enterprise's Young and 
Early Career Investigators Committee and played a key role in the formulation of the Enterprise’s 
2010 scientific strategic plan. 
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