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KAMPALA: The Global Fund, a partnership that
sends HIV drugs to poor countries, says it plans
to send a 12-month advance supply of anti-
retroviral therapy to Uganda, after the East
African country ran out three months before
the end of last year. Health activists say about
240,000 patients on publicly funded treatment
programs were affected by the shortage, which
began last September, forcing them to modify
their treatments or stop altogether. Private-sec-
tor clinics were not impacted. The government
said a weak currency and insufficient foreign
exchange had hampered its ability to finance
drug imports. Some activists said they suspect-
ed runaway election spending was behind the
shortfall, but officials denied the charge.
President Yoweri Museveni is seeking to extend
his threedecades in power in the Feb. 18 presi-
dential elections In Uganda about 1.5 million
people, or about 4 percent of the population,
live with the HIV virus, of whom about 820,000
receive antiretroviral (ARV) drugs, which help
keep the patient’s viral load low and prevent
transmission. “The Global Fund has already
delivered shipments of drugs as scheduled for
existing patients and is front-loading an addi-
tional 12-month supply of drugs,” Seth Faison,
the Fund’s head of communications, said in an

email response to questions, adding the 12-
month supply would arrive next month. Faison
said the first consignment of the new supply
would arrive in Uganda in February. But he
acknowledged that front-loading the delivery
of drugs, while not increasing the total amount
of drugs it sends, was a “short-term solution.”

“The government needs to mobilize
resources to fill the gaps and find a long-term
solution,” Faison said. The Geneva-based Global
Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria, a
public-private partnership set up in 2002 which
has made impressive progress in tackling epi-
demics of those three deadly infectious dis-
eases. Uganda has made dramatic gains
against HIV/AIDS, bringing the infection rate
down from about 18.5 percent in 1992, accord-
ing to United Nations figures.

But Joshua Wamboga, who heads the
Uganda Network of AIDS Service Organizations
(UNASO), said that “drug holidays” - when a
patient stops taking prescribed medication -
could spur the development of drug-resistant
HIV strains and cause patients to be more vulner-
able to opportunistic infections, like malaria. “NO
ARVs means death,” he said. “If you have a virus
that kills you and you don’t get treatment, you
die.” —Reuters
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LONDON: Bill Gates (left), co-founder of Microsoft, Britain’s Finance Minister George Osborne (second left) and Britain’s Secretary of
State for International Development, Justine Greening (third left), are pictured during a visit to the Liverpool School of Tropical Medicine
in northwest England yesterday. —AFP photos

BANGKOK: Thai health officials are try-
ing to trace dozens of people who may
have come into contact with an elderly
Omani man who tested positive for
Middle East  Respirator y Syndrome
(MERS), the Health Ministry said yester-
day.  The 71-year- old  arr ived in
Thailand on Friday with a fever which
doctors in Oman could not treat, the
ministry statement said. “He tested
positive for the MERS virus,” and was
quarantined in a Bangkok hospital, the
statement said, adding “He is tired but
conscious”. But authorities are looking
for more than 250 people who may
have come into contact with the man.

Of those, 37 were at “high risk” of
contracting the virus,  the ministr y
said, without giving further details. It

is  the second recorded case of the
virus in a kingdom which is visited by
millions of people each year and is a
hub for medical tourism.  The first case
was also of  an elderly Omani man,
who was admitted to hospital in June
last year but discharged weeks later
af ter  he was treated and declared
virus-free.

The MERS virus first appeared in
2012 in Saudi Arabia. South Korea was
hit hard by an outbreak in 2015 which
k i l led 36 people and caused panic
across Asia’s fourth-largest economy.
The virus is considered a deadlier but
less infectious cousin of Severe Acute
Respiratory Syndrome (SARS), which
k i l led hundreds of  people when it
appeared in Asia in 2003. —AFP
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LONDON: Britain’s finance minister and tech bil-
lionaire Bill Gates unveiled yesterday a plan to
spend billions to eradicate “the world’s deadliest
killer” malaria. Chancellor George Osborne and
Gates announced £3 billion ($4.28 billion, 4 billion
euros) in funding over the next five years for
research and to support efforts to eliminate the
mosquito-borne disease, in a joint article in The
Times. “When it comes to human tragedy, no crea-
ture comes close to the devastation caused by the
mosquito,” the two wrote. “We both believe that a
malaria-free world has to be one of the highest
global health priorities.”

The fund would be made up of £500 million a
year from Britain’s overseas aid budget for the
next five years, as well as $200 million this year
from The Gates Foundation, with more donations
to follow. There were 438,000 malaria deaths in
2015, most of them of children aged under five,
and the majority of them in Africa, according to
the World Health Organization. Efforts to control
the disease have made significant progress in the
last 15 years, but are threatened by the spread of
resistance to antimalarial drugs and to insecticide,
the WHO said in its World Malaria Report 2015.

“If new insecticides are not introduced by 2020,
the situation will become critical and deaths could
surge,” Osborne and Gates wrote, adding that
fighting diseases required collaboration between
private companies, governments and charities.
“We are optimistic that in our lifetimes we can
eradicate malaria and other deadly tropical dis-
eases, and confront emerging threats, making the
world a safer place for all,” the article concluded.

Vaccine trials 
Microsoft co-founder Gates has turned his

attention from software to fighting disease and
other ills around the world with his wife, under
the auspices of the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation. The charity has disbursed more than

$28 billion and provided funding for the world’s
most clinically advanced malaria vaccine,
Mosquirix developed by GlaxoSmithKline.
Mosquirix, or RTS,S, is the first malaria vaccine to
reach Phase III clinical testing-the final stage
before market approval-and the first to be
assessed by regulators. It received a nod from
European regulators in July.

A WHO expert panel in October recommend-
ed pilot roll-outs of the vaccine to young children
in several areas of sub-Saharan Africa, before con-
sidering wider use. The WHO is expected to follow
the panel’s recommendations, which could result
in Mosquirix becoming the first licensed vaccine

against a parasitic disease. But a decision still lies
a way off.

In April last year, the results of a years-long trial
with 15,500 children in seven African countries
were published in The Lancet medical journal-
announcing mixed success. Only around a third of
the children who received the vaccine were pro-
tected for the full duration of the trial, researchers
found. But even so, the vaccine has the potential
to prevent millions of cases and could save thou-
sands of lives. The new announcement comes
days after the philanthropist Gates revealed plans
for a $100 million scheme to cut malnutrition in
Nigeria. —AFP
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LONDON: Bill Gates (left), co-founder of Microsoft, and Britain’s Finance Minister
George Osborne, address the media during a visit to the Liverpool School of
Tropical Medicine.

BERLIN: Greenpeace said yesterday that haz-
ardous chemicals were “widely present” in a
range of outdoor gear it tested, from clothing
and footwear to backpacks, tents and sleep-
ing bags. The environmental activist group
said out of 40 products tested, only four were
free of per- and polyfluorinated chemicals
(PFCs). The study showed that toxic chemicals
are “still widely present in products by brands
such as Jack Wolfskin, The North Face,
Patagonia, Mammut, Norrona and Salewa,
especially in the production of footwear,
trousers, sleeping bags and some jackets,” said
the report.

PFCs are used to add waterproof and dirt-
repellent finishes to outdoor apparel, but are
hazardous to the environment and human
health, said Greenpeace. “Once released into
the environment most PFCs break down very
slowly. They can remain in the environment
for many years after their release and are dis-
persed over the entire globe,” the report said.
The pollutants have been found in secluded
mountain lakes and snow, can accumulate in
the livers of Arctic polar bears and be detect-
ed in human blood, the report said.

Greenpeace said studies had shown that
some PFCs “can cause adverse impacts ... on
the reproductive system and the immune sys-
tem, as well as being potentially carcinogenic
in animal tests”. The group said an independ-
ent laboratory had tested 11 jackets and
eight trousers, seven pairs of shoes, eight
backpacks, two tents, two sleeping bags, one
climbing rope and one pair of gloves.

The four products that did not contain
PFCs were jackets by Vaude and Jack
Wolfskin, a backpack by Haglˆfs and a pair of
gloves by The North Face, said Greenpeace,
adding that this showed it is possible to pro-
duce outdoor gear without PFCs. The group
urged all outdoor apparel companies to join
its ‘Detox My Fashion’ campaign that aims to
quickly remove hazardous chemicals from the
entire manufacturing supply chain of the tex-
tiles industry. “Phasing out PFCs by 2020, as
some outdoor clothing brands aspire to do, is
not ambitious enough,” the group said.  “It is
not acceptable that their products continue
to release persistent and potentially haz-
ardous chemicals into the environment for
another five years.” —AFP
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