24 just out - sepiember 20, 2002 PRI F—

Eeg onol Bom{ers

nization, 14 million people die each year
from communicable diseases. In fact, 97 per-
cent of deaths from communicable diseases
such as malaria, tuberculosis, sleeping sick-
ness and kala azar occur in developing coun-
tries, where the poor are disproportionately
affected.

“This 1s largely because the people who
suffer from discases like sleeping “sickness,
malaria or kala azar are poor and do not con-
stitute a ‘lucrative’ market for the pharma-
ceutical industry,” Cohen says. “They do not
consider that they will get an adequate ‘re-
turn on investment’ and so do not invest into
resecarch and
development.”

According to
Cohen, the
fault not
entirely  with
the pharmaceu-
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most profitable industry in
the world, governments have
essentially  shirked their
responsibility to meet the
health needs that the market
does not care about. Patents

are granted with the aim of
stimulating innovation, but a
market monopoly is irrele-
vant when the market is non-
existent.”

Worse yet, the gap between
health care in developing and
Western countries has grown
substantially in the past few
decades. Of the 1,393 new
drugs approved between 1975
and 1999, only l6—or just
more than | percent—were
specifically developed for trop-
ical discases and tuberculosis,

which account for 11.4 per-
cent of the global disease
burden.

According to Cohen,
for more than 20 years Doctors Without Borders
volunteers “have been confronted with shock-
ing situations in which they are often sole actors
and witnesses. In the course of their work in the
field...medical teams witness daily the ravages
of communicable discases and the human
impact of the lack of medicines for these dis-
cases. Old discases are reappearing and drug
resistance is spreading rapidly, rendering useless
medicines that were once effective. Some of the
medicines used In\f.iy were invented decades ago
and are highly toxic.”
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Doctors Without Borders hopes that putting
pressure on governments and pharmaceutical
companies will improve public health policies
for developing countries. “We think that a fun-
damental change in approach is needed to
address the specific crisis in R & D for neglect-
ed diseases—one that capitalizes on the capaci-
ty of the private sector but demands public sec-
tor responsibility for defining priorities and com-
ing up with the needed resources,” Cohen says.

As the wealthiest nation on the planet—
and home to the majority of the world’s bio-
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medical research—the United States has a

unique opportunity to aid the research and
development crisis for neglected diseases.
“That is one of they key reasons that we are
trying to educate the U.S. public about this cri-
sis: We believe that once people are properly
informed, they too will want to demand that
the U.S. government take on a leadership role
in focusing more resources on R & D for
neglected diseases to help compensate for the
failure of the private sector to do so.”
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