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International AIDS Conference » By Anne V. Reeler and Joscph Saba

Needless battle of brands vs. generics

PFARIS

t the International AIDS Conference next

week in Ba%kok. the spotlight will be on

three recently created, multi-billion-dollar

programs to supply life-saving antirétrovir-

al drugs to poor countries: a multilateral Global

Fund; Mresident George W, Bush's Pepfar (President’s

Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief) for 15 selected

countries; and the World Health Organization’s “3 by

5 Initiative” { 3 million people on antiretroviral ther-
apy by 2005).

Unformunately, a needless squabble over brand-
name versus generic drugs has brought these pro-
grams to a virtual halt. People are dying of AIDS by
the millions for lack of treatment even in Ccountries
where a sufficient health care structure exists,

The dispute continues a dismal history of rigid
ideological thinking impeding the delivery of anti-
retroviral drugs to the developing world. It was long
argued that patients in poor countries were 100 un-
educated 1o comply with preseribed regamens and
that by not complying, they would create resistant
straing of the HIV virus. Moreover, they were oo
poor to pay for the drugs.

The current ideological obstacles are different.
‘The rich nations and international bureaucracies
backing the mew programs insist that developing
countries buy Food and Drug Administration-ap-
proved antiretrovirals — in other words, brand-name
drugs produced by research-based industry. Govern-
ments in the developing world counter that generic
drugs are the cheapest and only solution.

The consequénces of this dispute, viewed at ground
level, are horrilying. Tanzania, where we work. is one
case in point. Peplar funding was awarded in Febru-
ary with the ambitious goal of supplying antiretrovir-
al therapy to 44,000 HlV-infected people by the end
of the year. We are now in July, and the 155ue of brand
name vi, generic drugs is still unresolved.

The irony of the battle is that, thanks to the many
philanthropic initiatives coming from research-

based drug industry, certain brand-name drogs are
cheaper than équivalent generics. The drug 3TC sells
for $7.27 comparced to 5999 for the generic. Efavircnz
costs $3L64, 55 less than the generic. DI is priced at
$13.82 versus 21577 for the generic. In the case of Tri-
omune for first-line ireatment, the generic versions
are the cheapest,

So, why are puliticians not simply pressing for the
cheapest antirctrovirals of equivalent quality? This
would be a rational and non-ideological way of mov-
ing forward.

We recently had to explain to four ill, HIV-positive
mothers in a rural East African village that treatment
is coming. but we don't know when. When the inter-
national HIV/AIDS community meets in Bangkok, it
should step beyond ideclogy to practical, market-ori-
ented solutions that will get antiretroviral therapies
to the people who desperately need them, befare it is
tioo late,

Anne V. Reeler is a medical anthropologist end chief
operating officer of Axios, specialists in health-care
philanthropy programs for the developing world.
Joseph Saba, a physician and researcher specializing in
infectious diseases, is the CEO of Axios.
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