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An obligation to nmankind

Faezah | smai |
PEOPLE who are bestowed with an honour often speak of the powerful sense
of obligation that cones with it.

Dr David Ho, the scientist who shot to international fame as TI M
magazi ne's Man of the year in 1996, can certainly vouch for that.

Whet her he likes it or not, he is nowthe world s forenost spokesperson
on AIDS, described as one of the biggest health and national security
crises of our tine.

"Wth recognition cones a certain responsibility and pressure ... if you
are given the platformto tell the world about this problem then you have
to spare the tinme (to do that)," says Dr Ho, who was here early this week
at the invitation of the Nantah Educati on and Research Foundation, set up
recently with the objectives of inmproving the educational |evel and
quality of research in Ml aysi a.

Dr Ho tries to do his part to acconmodate requests - "to educate, to
give talks and to give opinions that m ght influence our |eaders" on the
pandemi c.

But that has meant cutting into the tine which should be spent on
research and his famly.

"Utimately, where | can nake the biggest inpact is to focus ny tine and
energy on research, but there are so nany invitations nowto talk ... and,
inthe end, what | do is be selective, and pick the ones which I think
wi Il have the nost inpact," he says.

Dr Ho concedes that it is tough to strike a bal ance between the various
conmpeting demands in his life - advocacy work, research and famly.

He tries to save sonme tine for the family and, it turns out to be short,
and so he tries to make sure his tinme with his |oved ones is of as high in
qual ity as possible.

Yes, Dr Ho is as human as the next person.

If you have not heard of Dr Ho, he was the first scientist to find out,
in the 1980s, that H 'V could be transmtted through senen but not saliva.

He is also largely responsible for figuring out the propensity of the
AIDS virus to replicate itself aggressively at a high mutant rate during
the | ong, asynptomati c phase of the di sease.

He and his col | eagues were instrunmental in introducing nulti-drug
treatment - involving a "cocktail" of two reverse transcriptase inhibitors
and one protease inhibitor - to attack the virus frommany | evel s and
prevent it fromevadi ng the drugs through its many nutants.

That has the effect of reducing the viral load in the patient's
bl codstreamto undetectable levels. HVis not as invincible as it
appear ed.

Even so, the conbi nation drug therapy has been found to have
di sappointing limts.

Dr Ho says the therapies devel oped over the last four to five years have
al l owed control of the virus but not conpletely.

"We can control it and nake patients better, but we would |ike to nove
beyond that," he says.

"Beyond that" would be a cure and to stop the nedi cati ons which are
expensive, often have side effects and are not easy to take.

But the next step is going to be very difficult because sone of the
virus can hide in "reservoirs" in the body.

"The drugs are not 100 per cent effective and so we have to get our drug



treatnent to be 100 per cent effective to go after the viruses that are
hi di ng out.

"These are difficult things and our research continues to explore ways
to address both of these problens," says Dr Ho

Despite being in the linelight and its attendent expectations, Dr Ho has
not stopped working al though he has to juggle his priorities.

"In fact gaining recognition like that (being named Tl ME nagazi ne Man of
the year in 1996) propels one to do even nore. This is why we have to neke
sure we continue to develop better treatnments and, at the sane tine, work
on a vaccine," says Dr Ho.

About three years ago, President Bill Cinton threw a challenge to Al DS
researchers to find an Al DS vacci ne by 2007.

In one interview, Dr Ho said that it m ght be possible.

Today, he mamintains that it is obviously possible but "it is still a
very tough chal | enge".

Likening it to the Kennedy chal l enge to Americans to put a nan on the
moon in the 1960s, Dr Ho says: "Whether or not we will get there for this
particul ar challenge is very difficult to know. "

Even so, acconplishnents over the last five years on the treatnent side
isreally a testament to what science can do

Encouragi ng as that may be, scientists also appreciate HV' s resilience.

Certainly, devel oping a vaccine to protect the uninfected population is
the nost inportant thing that scientists can do in Al DS research.

Yet, the search for a vaccine is painfully slow It is said that the
earliest introduction would be 2003, and the product nmay offer protection
far bel ow 100 per cent.

Tests in prinmates showed promi sing results and studies are being done to
enabl e safe admi nistration to humans.

"A vaccine is our only real hope to avert a disaster unparalleled in
medi cal history,” wote Dr Ho in Tl ME magazi ne | ast year.

"But even if an AIDS vaccine is devel oped before 2025, it will require
an extraordinary effort of political will anobng our |eaders to get it to
t he peopl e who need it nost."

Dr Ho predicted then that a cure for AIDS by the year 2025 i s not
i nconcei vabl e.

Recal ling that forecast, Dr Ho says it was based on "the fact that
progress in the treatment side is noving so quickly and in the |ast few
years we have had many new drugs and sone of themare so powerful ... in
the next few, we will have even nore, and 2025 seens so far away still".

However, he cautions that it is not a guarantee but sinmply a belief he
hol ds.

Li ke other scientists and health experts in the war against AIDS, Dr Ho
is concerned that treatnents are not reaching those who require it nost.

"That is sad," says Dr Ho. "W hope to develop a vaccine that will be
applied in a nore w despread nanner worldwi de with i npact on a | arger
scale."

Access to treatnment in HV/AIDS is a major issue. Even though care and
treatnment is now possible, thousands of people all over the world continue
to die of AIDS-related illnesses. It is areality which will linger for a
whi | e nore.

Mal aysi an Al DS council president Datin Paduka Marina Mahathir says
nothing illustrates the gross di screpancy between the wealthy North and
t he under devel oped and devel opi ng South than the question of access to
treatment in H V/ Al DS.

"Whet her one lives or not depends entirely on whether one can afford the
drugs or not," says Marina.

"Unfortunately, the great majority of people living with HVWAIDS |ive



in countries where the latest drugs are but a distant dream" she adds.

Ni nety-five per cent of HI V-AIDS sufferers Iive in devel oping countries,
70 per cent in sub-Saharan Afri ca.

There are 13.2 mllion AIDS orphans in the world and their nunber wll
riseto 42 mllion by 2010.

African countries with high rates of infection nmay see their economc
growth hit by 25 per cent in 20 years, conpared to the theoretical |evel
it could have reached wi thout the Al DS epidenic.

The gross injustice has been a focus of great discussion and debate in
the H V/ AIDS worl d and much has been done to draw attention to it.

The issue of access to treatnent is poised to dom nate di scussions at
the XII'l World AIDS conference in Durban, South Africa, which starts
t oday.

As if to underline the enormty of the scourge, the six-day conference
is held in the country with the highest nunber of infections (4.2 mllion)
and on a continent which has suffered the nost fromthe inpact of
HI V/ Al DS

Aside fromthe | ack of resources for treatnent and education, the event
in Durban is likely to dwell on the inmpact of AIDS in devel opi ng
countries, the tragi c phenonmenon of AlIDS orphans and the crippling cost of
the epidenic on the econony.

Dr Ho is attending the conference along with other top brains in AIDS
research. His visit to Malaysia, the first for the father of three,
created nmuch excitenent anong those who work in H V/ Al DS here.

Heal th M ni ster Datuk Chua Jui Meng hopes that nore eminent scientists
like Dr Ho will continue coning "to our shores to share their know edge
with us at scientific neetings organised in Ml aysia".

At a public forumon Wdnesday Dr Ho spoke on Pat hogenesis of H 'V and
implications for therapy. The follow ng day he spoke on Al DS Epi denic and
Prospects for Control at the Third Dr Ranjeet Bhagwan Si ngh Menori al
Lecture at the Acadeny of Sciences Mal aysia in Kuala Lunpur.

Born in Tai chung, Taiwan, on Nov 3, 1952, Dr Ho went to the United
States at the age of 12. Hs father Paul Ho, a translator for US troops in
China during Wrld War |1, had gone to Anerica in 1956 to create a better
life.

Ni ne years later he sent for his family - his wife, young David and his
younger br ot her.

The precoci ous David Ho breezed through high school and various
institutions of higher |earning to becone a doctor, teacher and researcher
and scientist.

For 10 years now, he has been director and chi ef executive officer of
the Aaron Di anond Al DS Research Centre in New York city, the | argest
private H V/ AIDS research centre in the world.

The Rockefeller University appointed hima professor in 1996.

Dr Ho feels that the United States should take the lead in the fight
against AIDS in Third World countries by providing the fundi ng and
expertise for Al DS educati on.

He thinks the overall success rate of public education programes on
AIDS for the world is very poor and "that is why the epidenic is going
crazy in both Africa and Asia".

As AIDS is likely to remain a threat for the next few generations,
everyone shoul d have a basic know edge of this infection to fight the
epidemic and to alleviate unwarranted fear.

He warns agai nst conpl acency brought about by the discovery of the
conbi nation drug therapy. AIDS is not yet curable and all nust stay
vigilant against it.

Ensuring that vigilance is one obligation to nankind Dr Ho strives to



keep.
( END)
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