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IMAGINE how it is for a mother to watch her child die from a disease which the rich world successfully

tackled half a century ago. That was the war-cry issued this month by Queen Rania of Jordan as part of an

effort to marshal public and private funds for the fight against diseases that decimate youngsters in

avoidable ways. Avoidable, that is, if human ingenuity was rationally used.

AFP

Say aaah and try this one

The GAVI alliance, of which the queen is a board member, is co-managing a scheme to shorten the time lag

between the development of new vaccines and their use in places they are needed. Since poor nations lack

the money to compensate drug firms for researching and refining vaccines, it takes 15 to 20 years for a new

one to become available at prices affordable in the neediest places. Every year 3m people, half of them

children, die of diseases that immunisation could prevent.

On February 9th an Italian-led initiative was launched in Rome to tackle the problem through financial

engineering. Advance Market Commitments (AMCs) are guarantees, funded by rich nations, to subsidise

future purchases in developing countries of a vaccine not yet produced.

advertisement

Some sceptics have questioned whether this “jerry-rigging” of markets can work. The project has undergone

some tinkering and a change of name in an effort to silence the doubters. AMCs are more a sophisticated

version of a concept that was known as the Advance Purchase Commitment when first mooted. Whether or

not they have satisfied their critics, the project's backers have induced the governments of Italy, Britain,

Canada, Norway and Russia, plus the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, to help fund a pilot scheme, at an

eventual cost of about $1.5 billion. The scheme aims to make available a suitable vaccine for pneumococcal

disease, a leading cause of child deaths from pneumonia. Almost a fifth of the 11m children who die each

year are killed by pneumonia. The problem is growing because of AIDS; HIV-infected children are up to 40
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times more likely to get pneumococcal diseases.

Some sceptics persist. The “pilot” effort, they note, is supposed to test a bold idea: that when donors know

what they want to accomplish (a vaccine, say) but don't know how to achieve it, they can promise in advance

to pay anybody who gets the right result. But this test, sceptics say, is skewed: a general vaccine for

pneumococcal disease exists—made by America's Wyeth Pharmaceuticals—and the only challenge is to

tackle some extra strains.

Yet purists may pipe down if the project achieves its aim, to vaccinate 70m to 100m children by 2020. There

will be practical difficulties as well as theoretical ones: simple things like keeping vaccines cold in a hot

country are a huge problem. Amid the figures cited in Rome, one stood out. It was Ghana's per capita health

budget, calculated by the World Bank at $31 per year.
This article appeared in the International section of the print edition under the headline “New vaccines for old killers”
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