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Abstract
Over the past three decades, through science, activism and global solidarity, remarkable progress has been made in the

global HIV response. Yet ending AIDS as a public health threat remains elusive, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa where
adolescent girls and young women continue to bear a disproportionate burden of new infections with a concomitant
epidemic of HIV in infants and ongoing high maternal mortality rates in young women living with HIV. Gendered
vulnerabilities, structural barriers, and biological factors converge to heighten HIV risk and poorer sexual reproductive
health outcomes in young women. After 18 years of multiple failures, with persistence and perseverance, the quest
for a women-initiated HIV prevention technology finally shows some hope and paves the way for understanding the
vaginal microbiome and the development of a growing array of anti-retrovirals for prevention also called pre-exposure
prophylaxis or PrEP, culminating two years ago in 100% protection of women on a twice a year injection of a capsid
inhibitor, Lenacapavir. But, will Lenacapavir simply replace daily, oral tenofovir and its challenge of persistent use or will
it be a game-changer and get us back on track to ending AIDS as a public health threat? Will the insertion of exogenous
strains of Lactobacillus crispatus restore the female genital tract health and offer protection against HIV and other
pathogens or will other lurking villains continue to dominate? Can science offer hope to young women and enable them
to survive and take on the social challenge of gender-power disparities that undergirds their vulnerability?
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