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[PARIS] The UK Department for Inter-
national Development has pledged $5 mil-
lion and the World Health Organization
(WHO) $3 million for an ambitious pro-
posal aimed at giving a major boost to
research into discovering and developing
new families of drugs against malaria.

The move follows the pharmaceutical
industry’s virtual abandonment of research
on tropical diseases (see Nature 386, 540;
1997). The New Medicines for Malaria 
Venture (MMV) is a public/private sector
collaboration, to be financed by public sector
and philanthropic bodies, but run along the
lines of an industrial R&D programme.

It marks a radical departure from current
practice by acknowledging that the develop-
ment of drugs for diseases largely affecting
poor countries cannot be left to market
forces. “If the status quo continues, the out-
look for the control of many of the world’s
major diseases, as we approach the new mil-
lennium, looks bleak,” says the proposal.

Under the proposal, academics would
gain free access to industry project-manage-
ment expertise and to capital-intensive tech-
nologies, such as combinatorial chemistry
and high-throughput screening, that would
be contributed by drug companies.

The proposal has attracted broad support.
Its proponents include major funding agen-
cies and pharmaceutical bodies, such as
Glaxo-Wellcome, Hoffmann-La Roche and
the International Federation of Pharmaceu-
tical Manufacturers Association (IFPMA).

The pledges “are sufficient to get MMV off
the ground”, says Trevor Jones, director-gen-
eral of the Association of the British Pharma-
ceutical Industry. They are also substantial in
terms of overall funding for malaria research,
which is only around $100 million annually
(see Nature386,539; 1997).

“The drug industry is saying, if you [the
public sector] want us to develop drugs for
diseases like malaria where there is no viable
commercial market, you are going to have to
spread the risk,” says Simon Sargent, the rep-
resentative of Glaxo-Wellcome on the MMV
steering committee.

But the funds remain far short of the esti-
mated $30 million annual costs required to
finance the complete proposal. Several fund-
ing agencies, including the World Bank, the
UK Wellcome Trust and the Rockefeller
Foundation — who are all members of
MMV’s steering committee — will want more
guarantees that money will be spent efficient-
ly before committing funds themselves.

Their reluctance stems partly from appre-
hension about the wisdom of funding such a

ment of an R&D portfolio and not those of a
public-sector science funding agency”. 

But many still doubt that MMV can live
up to this ambition. In particular, officials
from the major funding agencies are con-
cerned that political pressure to locate MMV
within the World Health Organization might
prevent it from being run along business lines
because, as an intergovernmental body,
WHO is subject to strong political influence.
“The absence of politically motivated deci-
sion-making will be key to making MMV
work,” says one funding agency official.

The alternative, favoured by most of the
major funders, is an independent agency run
by an experienced chief executive officer,
headhunted from industry. Such an agency
would be able to take decisions free from
political influence, and to handle intellectual
property and other commercial issues as it
chose. Under the current proposal, the guar-
antee of this freedom “is still largely unclear”,
says Howells.

“MMV does not need to be democratic
and representative, but to be led by some-
one with a nose for the best drugs bets who
understands commercial drug develop-
ment,” agrees Tim Evans, from the 

project in the public sector. It is widely 
recognized that the public sector lacks the
expertise to take a drug from the discovery
through to commercialization. “The record
of drug development outside the established
industry is not very good; you can spend a lot
of money for little results,” points out the
Wellcome Trust’s Bob Howells.

Under the scheme, drug-discovery
research would be carried out by concentrat-
ing funds on a handful of promising projects
— financed by MMV to the tune of $3.5 mil-
lion each — to put staff and resources on a par
with industry-run projects. This would be
carried out in partnership with companies,
and is estimated at $15 million annually.

Promising drug candidates would then be
taken up to registration and phase 2 clinical
trials by a ‘virtual’ drug development unit,
financed and administered by MMV. This
would require a further $15 million annually.
MMV, whose stated goal is to register a new
antimalarial drug every 5 years, would seek
industrial sponsors to continue development
to phase 3 trials and marketing.

The criteria used to manage these opera-
tions, according to the latest draft of the pro-
posal, would “be those of industrial manage-

Malaria research deal seeks to
make up for industry’s retreat

[MOSCOW] The research vessel Academician
Mstislav Keldysh, which belongs to the cash-
starved Oceanology Institute of the Russian
Academy of Sciences, has provoked new
controversy by apparently delivering
tourists to the site of the sunken liner
Titanic under the guise of researchers.

Deep Ocean Expeditions, a British
company owned by Michael McDowell, an
Australian citizen, has sold tickets at $32,500
each to people who descend 3 kilometres in
the Russian bathyscaphes Mir-1 and Mir-2
to see the remains of the Titanic.

By doing this, the company appears to
have infringed a US court ruling prohibiting
such trips on the basis that the exclusive
rights to taking photographs of the wreck
belong to the US company RMS Titanic.

At first, Oceanology Institute officials
denied suggestion that their vessel was
involved in such an activity. But a telegram
sent from the ship on 15 September, and
later made public, suggested that the
presence of the tourists had been disguised
by referring to them as scientific observers. 

In the telegram, the head of the ship’s
41st expedition reported that “scientific
research of the first stage at the Titanic

experimental range … is over; the observers
from the United States, Germany, United
Kingdom and Australia, who have invested
in our expedition, took part in six dives.”

Sergey Lappo, the institute’s director,
says they have done nothing wrong. He
argues that the US court ruling applies only
to US citizens, and that the Titanic lies in
international waters.

Deep Ocean Expeditions made an advance
payment to the ship to cover the ‘scientific’
expedition’s expenses. The rest of money will
go towards repairs to the ship and the two
submersibles in the British port of Falmouth,
to which it is now headed. Carl Levitin

Titanic tourists given a ‘scientific’ identity

In deep water? One of the Mir submersibles, in
international, but disputed, waters. 
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Rockefeller Foundation.
However, several academic researchers

contest the plan to concentrate funding in the
hands of a few groups. They argue that this
could be a “lottery” that might exclude 
high-quality research projects, and “put all
our eggs in one basket”.

But Evans opposes excessive dispersion of
grants, arguing that MMV amounts to a ven-
ture capital fund: “Venture capitalists are
hunters who go out and see what is in the
pipeline, and how these can be turned into
products. What you want is a consensus as to
who are the best and brightest and what the
best investment portfolio would be.”

Another uncertainty is the depth of indus-
try commitment to MMV. The proposal is
supported by both the IFPMA and the Hever
group, an informal grouping of the research
directors of the major pharmaceutical com-
panies. At least three companies, including
Glaxo-Wellcome, have also agreed to take
part in the drug-discovery phase.

Sargent argues that more industry sup-
port will be forthcoming, but that it is difficult
to make “tangible commitments” until dis-
cussions on specific projects are completed.

The Doldor group, an informal grouping
of the chief executive officers of the major
drug companies, last year rejected an earlier
version of MMV. This had proposed that
financing should come largely from a consor-
tium of private companies, and the private
sector still seems reluctant to commit cash.

One reason is that industry is concerned
that financing such ventures directly could
set a precedent, leading to pressure for similar
ventures in other, more profitable therapeu-
tic areas.

Rob Ridley, a researcher at Hoffmann-La
Roche on secondment to WHO to develop
MMV, is one of several observers who argue
that the value of the “in kind” pledges already
obtained from several companies should not
be underestimated. Indeed, the MMV pro-
posal estimates that such contributions could
cut the cost of developing drugs for malaria
from around $500 million to $186 million.

The acid test for industry’s commitment
will come when their support is required to
take drugs from the MMV laboratory to the
marketplace — the most expensive part of the
drug development process. At present, this
part of the MMV proposal is “very vague”,
says one funding agency official.

A carrot for industry being considered by
the World Bank as part of MMV would
involve subsidizing bulk antimalarial drug
purchases by poor countries to create a 
market for industry. “If MMV is going to suc-
ceed, a clear commitment from the World
Bank would be needed”, says Sargent.

In principle, such subsidies may be 
relatively straightforward to arrange using
existing mechanisms, according to Amie
Batson, who is the World Bank’s representa-
tive on MMV. Declan Butler 

[WASHINGTON] The US Department of Ener-
gy (DoE) was told last week that it has not
responded quickly enough to the 1995
Galvin Report, which scathingly criticized
the efficiency of its huge network of research
laboratories.

The report, prepared by an outside panel
led by Bob Galvin, the chairman of Motorola,
called for sweeping reforms to clarify the
objectives of the department’s laboratories
and reduce their operating costs by as much
as a half (see Nature373,463; 1995).

But at a hearing of the House Science
Committee, the department was attacked
mercilessly for its alleged sloth in implement-
ing reforms. The criticism was based on the
findings of a report commissioned by the
General Accounting Office (GAO), the inves-
tigative arm of Congress.

Ken Calvert (Republican, California),
chair of the energy subcommittee of the sci-
ence committee, described the efforts as
“baby steps where giant steps are required”.
Department officials “have done everything
to drag their feet and not to implement even
modest reforms”, said Tim Roemer (Indiana),
senior Democrat on the same subcommittee.

In contrast, those working at the laborato-
ries — who have witnessed many changes in
their working environment since 1995 — are
surprised at the GAO’s conclusions. Several
laboratories claim that their overhead costs
have fallen by as much as a third in that time.

Ernest Moniz, the undersecretary of ener-
gy with responsibility for science and tech-
nology, told the hearing that reforms under-
taken after the Galvin report would save $2.2
billion over five years. “From our perspective
there has been a lot of progress,” he said.
“Rome wasn’t built in a day.” The DoE’s com-
plex of 23 major laboratories employs 60,000
people and costs $10 billion a year to operate.

John McTague, chief technical officer at
the Ford Motor Company who co-chairs with
Moniz the Laboratory Operations Board,
established by the DoE to implement the
reforms, told the hearing that change is
underway, albeit slowly. McTague cited insta-
bility at the top of the DoE — the last secretary,
Federico Peña, stayed for only 15 months — as
a “major problem” in implementing change.

The GAO agrees that the Laboratory
Operations Board has had a positive influ-
ence, but says the board lacks the clout to
implement reforms. “It is still advisory and
cannot coordinate or direct specific actions,”
the GAO points out.

Bruce Tarter, the director of the Lawrence
Livermore National Laboratory in Califor-
nia, says the board has been “a very good
thing” for the laboratories. “It has had a very

positive impact,” he says. “The tricky part
will be to maintain that.”

At its most recent meeting, on 9 Septem-
ber, the board received a positive report from
Paul Gilman of the National Research Coun-
cil about the standard of peer review at the
laboratories, something the Galvin report
called into question.

“Merit review is pervasive in the depart-
ment, and that isn’t what the man on the
street would think,” said McTague. “There
are many people in the universities who
believe exactly the opposite of what’s in
[Gilman’s] report.”

Furthermore, many of the laboratories
claim to have achieved sharp reductions in
overhead costs in recent years. Phillip
Schultz, the Lawrence Livermore laboratory
controller, for example, says a 1994 initiative
designed to “shine a light” on its costs has
already cut overheads at the laboratory from
32.5 per cent then to 23.3 per cent this year.

Schultz’s finance department has shrunk
from 200 people to 140 in the process, and
$40 million a year that used to be spent on
overheads has been freed up for scientific
programmes there, along with another $10
million for laboratory maintenance.

The GAO argues that most actions of this
sort have been taken at the initiative of the
laboratories rather than the DoE. 

In contrast, Bill Madia, director of the
Pacific Northwest National Laboratory, says
the department “has got to be given credit”
for a shake-up there which, he says, cut its
overhead costs by $60 million in just 18
months after he arrived as director.

But Victor Rezendes, director of energy
and science issues at the GAO and main
author of its report, is sceptical about such
claims. “When you consider overheads,
what they do is like squeezing a balloon,” he
says. “The onus now is on the Congress:
there doesn’t seem to be an impetus for
change at DoE.” Colin Macilwain
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Energy department under
fire on pace of reforms


	Titanic tourists given a ‘scientific’ identity

