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Pharma firms looking

Y

for a superbug killer

Abour 100,000
Amerwans a
year are killed
by infections
acquired in
hospitals,
many resistant
to multiple
antibiotics.

WORRIED ABOUT an
impending public health eri-
sis, government officials are
considering offering finan
cial incentives to the phar
maceutical industry, like tax
breaks and patent exten-
sions, w0 spur the develop-
ment of vitally peeded
Anibictics.

While the proposals are
still nascent, they have taken
on more urgency &5 hacteria
steadily become resistant to
vinually all existing drags at
the same time that & consid-
erable number of pharma-
ceutical giants have aban-
doned this field in search of
more hicrative  medicines,
The mumber of mew antibi
otics in development is "dis-
tressingly low,” Dir Margaret
A Hamburg, cormmdssioner
of the Food and Dmg
Administration, - sald at a
news conference last month,
T~ Wokde o dveakenin
ﬂljsqnnl Against “superba

as prompied scientists o
wirn that everyday infec-
tons could again become a
major cause of death just as
they were before the advent
of penicillin anoomd 1940,

"For  these  infections,
we're back to  dancing
around a bubbling cauldron
while rubbing two chicken
bones  together” said Dr
Brad Spellberg, an infec-
[ duﬁa&r specialist at
Harbor-UCLA Medical
Centre in Tormance, Califor
nia L

For example, scientists
have beoorme alarmed by the
spread from India of a pewdy
discovered mutation called
INDM-1, which renders cer-
tain germes like E. coli immul-
nerable to nearly all modern
antibiotics. Abouot 100,000
Americans & year ane killed
by infections acquired in
hospitals, many resistant to

A lab at Gubist Pharmaceuticals in Lexington, Massachusetts, which develops antibiotics. PHOTO: NYT

multiple antibiotics. Methi-
cillin-resistant staphylococ-
cus aurews, of MRSA, the
best known superbug, mow
kills more Amerncans each
year than AIDS.
! %il':iu notion of direct-
¥ subsicisin =
nEs  may L whl.u.m'aiﬁy
unpopelar in many quarters,
proponents say it is neces<
W bridge the Sgi

ﬁwﬂn ther EIESTJ walue
mew antibiotics have for
society and the low returns
they provide to drug compa
Ties

“Thers is a market failure,”
said Representative Henry
A, Waxman, a Califomia
Democrat and the chairman
of the House Energy and
Commerce Committes, who
said he was considering
introducing legislation. "We
need io look at ways Lo spur
development of this mar-
ket

Mr Waxman will lose his
committee chairmanship
with the Republicans having
won control of the House
this week. But the idea of
spurring antibiotic develop-
ment appears 1w have some
hipartisan su . Repre-
sentative Phil Cingrey, a
Georgia Republican and a
physician, recently intro-
duced the  Generating

Antibiotic Incentives Now
bill, which would provide
certain antibiotics with five
extra years of protection
from geoenc  competition
and speed the reviews of
riew antibiotics by the Food
and Drug Administration.
Besides 1ax breaks and
ertira protection from com-

petition, other ideas. policy.
- ,51] L
i

ST,

additicmal e
funding of research and
puarantesd purchases by the
government of pew antibd-
otics, Measures like these
are already used to encour-
age the development of
drugs for rare diseases,
through the Orphan Drug
Act, and for illnesses like
malaria that primarily afflict
pOOT COANTiEs.

The Obama administration
is also taking some steps.
The federal agency that
oversces  development  of
treatments for bictemorism
agenis like anthrax is broad-
ening it SCOpe o EnCom-
pass more common infec-
tions. In August, the agency,
known as the Biomedical

Advanced Research and
Development Authority,
awarded 13 first  such

“multi-use” contract, giving
an initial $27 million o 2
company called Achaogen

to develop an antibiotic that
could be used for plague and
mlaremia as well as antibi-
otic-reslamnt infections.

The department of health
and buman services is con-
sidering creating an inde-
Fenden: fupd tha: wouald
nviest in small bio-defense

companies
Antibiotic-tesistagt getms
Id . e e
depariment  issued im
Angust. -
The Euwropean Union is
also working on a plan,
based on 5 from the
London School of Econom-
ics, A year ago, the Unj1=d
States and  the Eum
Union formed a task
on antibiotic reslslm
Despite. the activity, thers
is no consensus on what
would work best and little
discussion of how much
such measures would cost.
A paper issned last month
by the Office of Health Eco-
nomics, 3 consulting firm
pwned by the British phar
maceutical industry’s trade
group, soggested thal incen-
tives exceeding 51 hillion
per drug would be fequired,
Sorme critics say the case
for incentives is not yet per-
snagive, There are signg that
the drug industry is picking

AT
according to a report that the

up #ts efforts oa its own, In
response o perceived need.
The number of antibiotics in
clinical trials has climbed
sharply in the last three
years, poversing & steady
decline that began in the
19808, according to figures
from the FDA, The effores
are being led by small com-
panies, which can be satls
e mi -4
Famanan  Laxmin T
who directs the Extending
the Cure project on antibiot-
ic resistapce at Resources
for the Future, a policy
organisation, said the gov-
emment should focus on
conserving the effectivencss
of existing antibiotics. That
could be done by preventing
unnecessary wse in people
and farm animals  and
requiring  better  infection
control measures in hospi-
mJBI 18
“There's nol & recognition
yet that we should think
about antibictics as a natural
resource and we should con-
serve them like we do fish,”
Mr Laxminarayan, an econ-
omist, said. Kevin Outier-
s0om, &n associate professor
of law at Boston University,
said one way to encouTRge
both mew development and
caongervation would be fo
pay dmug companies 1o

develop new antibiotics but
not to appressively market
them. Incentives, he said,
“wrmst be conditioned on the
companies’ changing their
behaviour”

Omly five new antibiotics
were approved by the FDA
from 2003 through 2007,
down from 16 in the period
froen 1983 to 19E7. A survey
last year by European health
authorities found only 15
antibiotics in clinical trials
that offered some promize of
going beyond what is avail-
abde today.

Omly five of the |3 biggest
pharmaceutical  companies
still try to discover new
antibiotics, said Dr David
M. Shlaes, a consuliant o
the industory and the aothor
of & new book Annibiotics:
The Perfect Storm

Ome reason is thet antbi-
otics are typically taken for
a week or two and wsually
cure the patient. While that
makes 1l cost-effective
for the health system, it also
makes them less lncrative to
drug companies tean medi-
cines for diseases like can
cer or diabetes, which might
be aken for months, or even
for life, becanse they do not
cure the patient, “There's
this perverse  disineentive
against antibiotics bﬂ:au$=
they work so well,” said J
Kevin Judice, chief execus
e

Another Factor is that new
antibiotics are likely io be
used only sparingly at first,
to stave off the emergence of
resistance. While that might
be medically sppropriate, it
reduces the ahl ity of 2 drog
company o pecoup  Hs
investment, said Dr. Barry L.
Eisenstein, a Senior  vice
president at the antibiosc
maker Cubist Pharmaceut
cals. Ancther factor discour-

aging invesiment, Some
uﬂeﬂs say, i5 that the
FIvA. recentdy made it

harder for pew entibacterial
drugs to win approval
Leading the call for incen-
tives has bean the Infectious
Diiseases Society of Ameri-
cd, whose members anc
infectious diseass special-
wste. It 15 calling fora 10 by

o

20" initiative to develop 10 -

new antiblotics by 2020,
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