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NEWS 

The UK government is introducing tax in-

centives aimed at persuading British-

based pharmaceutical companies to boost

their research into diseases affecting the

world’s poor, such as AIDS, tuberculosis

and malaria. To further encourage compa-

nies to develop drugs for such diseases, it

is also joining with Italy—currently chair

of the G8 group of advanced industri-

alised nations—in backing a new ‘global

purchase fund’ for drugs and vaccines.

Both moves were announced last

month by Gordon Brown, the Chancellor

of the Exchequer, during an international

conference in London on child poverty.

They reflect growing pressure on both

governments and pharmaceutical compa-

nies to redress a situation in which only

10% of global biomedical research funds

are spent on diseases that affect 90% of

the world’s population.

Drug companies have welcomed the ini-

tiatives. “These proposals reflect the spirit

of partnership that is needed to tackle this

crisis. I have made it a priority from day

one of our new company to urgently re-

view what more we can do, in partnership

with others, to generate greater access to

our medicines in developing countries.”

said Jean-Pierre Garnier, chief executive of-

ficer of GlaxoSmithKline. “The planned

tax credits for research and development

will allow the company to allocate re-

sources to more new projects. In particu-

lar, this initiative could go a long way to

pushing forward further research and de-

velopment into vaccines for those infec-

tious diseases that causes millions of

deaths each year.”

Addressing the conference by vide-

olink, Italian president Giuliano Amato,

questioned international patent legisla-

tion, which has been the subject of heavy

widely criticism in recent weeks. He said,

“There are too many areas covered by in-

tellectual property rights.” He described

such rights as “taxes that these [develop-

ing] countries pay to us with no intellec-

tual justification,” - a statement being

seen by some as a hint that Italy plans to

place reform of the intellectual patent sys-

tem on the agenda for the next G8 meet-

ing, to be held in Genoa in July.

Brown did not address the question of

patents directly. But he did say that the

planned tax relief on spending on research

expenditures by pharmaceutical compa-

nies “must be met by a corporate commit-

ment to create news drugs and vaccines

that truly meet the needs of the poor.”

The charity Oxfam, which recently

launched a campaign to reduce the costs

of expensive treatments for diseases such

as AIDS in developing countries, has wel-

comed the move, but says it does not go

far enough. “We want to see the UK and

other governments really coming to grips

with concerns about patents,” says Justin

Forsyth, head of policy at the aid agency.

David Dickson, London 

Thousands of protestors marched on the

Pretoria High Court last month to show

support for the South African govern-

ment’s legal challenge to import patented

AIDS drugs at a cheaper price from other

countries without the permission of the

manufacturer (parallel importing) and/or

to manufacture such drugs locally (com-

pulsory licensing).

The government’s effort to legalize such

importation is being challenged in a class

action lawsuit filed in February 1998 by 39

pharmaceutical companies. The case

opened on 5 March but has been post-

poned until 18 April because the counsel

for the Pharmaceutical Manufacturers

Association objected to the advocacy

group, Treatment Action Campaign, join-

ing the trial at a late stage.

More than 4.2 million South Africans are

infected with HIV/AIDS and, as a result, the

country is expected to experience negative

population growth by 2003. For several

years it has complained that it can not af-

ford to buy AIDS medications at Western

prices and has rejected lower price offers

made by some pharmaceutical companies

(Nature Med. 5, 1, 1999).

Last month, Merck became the latest

company to offer cut-price drugs when it

announced that it would sell two of its AIDS

medications—Stockrin and Crixivan—to

poor countries at one tenth of their US

price. Meanwhile, Pfizer—which is not

among those contesting the case—deliv-

ered the first shipment of free anti-fungal

medication to South Africa.

The SA government has so far resisted

calls to exercise its option of declaring a

state of national emergency, which under

the World Trade Agreement would allow it

to issue compulsory licenses to local manu-

facturers. The national emergency exemp-

tion is limited in term, and is not

considered a sustainable strategy. Another

alternative is for the government to grant

an application by the Indian company,

Cipla, to sell its cheap versions of patented

AIDS medicines in the country.

Karen Birmingham, London

New tax incentives for UK pharma industry

The commercial effort to produce the

first viable AIDS vaccine heated up last

month as pharmaceutical giants Merck

and GlaxoSmithKline (GSK) each an-

nounced new clinical trials of vaccines

following promising results in monkey

studies.

Merck revealed that it has already

begun a Phase I trial of a vaccine that

uses “naked DNA” technology incorpo-

rating HIV proteins. According to

Emilio Emini, director of Merck’s vac-

cine research program, the company

initiated a second Phase I trial using

non replicating adenovirus technology

in February.

Emini says that the company is con-

sidering combining the two vectors into

a two-phase vaccine.

“What we don’t know is whether or

not we can elicit a cellular immune re-

sponse during natural HIV infection. If

someone does become infected, there’s

a reasonable chance that the vaccines

will control initial infection. Whether

or not they can prevent infection, we

will only know by Phase III,” he told

Nature Medicine. Further details are ex-

pected to be released at next month’s

Keystone Symposium, AIDS Vaccines in

the New Milennium.

Meanwhile, Jean-Pierre Garnier, CEO

of GSK has announced that the com-

pany will start Phase I clinical trials in

the fourth quarter of 2001 and hopes to

begin tests of its vaccine as a therapeutic

treatment early in 2002. “We have good

results for the vaccine so far,” Garnier

told reporters at a recent London news

conference. GSK, which has about 40%

of the global share of anti-AIDS drugs,

believes it its vaccine could be com-

bined with a cocktail of AIDS drugs.

Eric Niiler, San Diego

Companies begin tests of HIV vaccines

South Africa vs. big pharma
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