29/ 04/ 2001

Have a heart

THE politics of patent, deployed by the nultinational drug conpani es and
their hone governments such as the United States, are denying nmany

H V/ Al DS (Human | mmuno- defi ci ency Virus/ Acquired | nmune Defi ci ency
Syndrone) patients of access to |life-saving and pain-alleviating drugs.

The patients' chances of living longer are inprisoned within the
restrictions of patents and intellectual property rights. True, there is
no cure for the disease but conbination drug therapies such as HAART
(highly-active anti-retroviral therapy) have been proven to significantly
| oner the ambunt of virus circulating in the patient's blood. Drugs such
as AZT and Nevirapine are effective in preventing nother-to-child
transm ssi on.

But the cost is prohibitive. Each H V/ AIDS pati ent woul d need between
RML, 500 and RM2, 000 per nonth for the drug therapy and with the current
gl obal econom c scenario, the price will surely escalate. And too often,
the patients have to battle with "opportunistic illnesses" which afflict
H V/ Al DS sufferers and act as the proxi mate cause of death. This will
i npose a heavy burden on the public health system

Despite the Wrld Health Organisation's assurance and with the exception
of South Africa, multinational drug conpani es have yet to | ower prices for
devel oping countries. W doubt they will do it. South Africa is an
exception on the basis that AIDS is a major catastrophe whereby 4.2
mllion people have contracted it, 22 per cent of pregnant wonen are HV
positive and sone 1, 700 people are newy infected each day. The question
is: Must a devel oping country reach such a staggering proportion of
H V/ AIDS affliction to deserve reduced prices? This is an issue that rests
in the collective conscience of the nultinational drug conpanies.

We cannot afford to wait for themto have a heart. The only way is, as
proposed by Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad, to denmand for a
review of the patent |aws, compul sory licensing and parallel inporting of
the drugs. Conpul sory licensing allows | ocal companies to nake a generic
formof drugs without the patent hol der's consent. The |ogic of conpul sory
i censing as a humane way of arresting life-threatening diseases is
denmonstrated herein: Pfizer holds the patent to Fluconazelle, a drug for
cryptococcal neningitis which afflicts nost HV/ AIDS sufferers, and sets
its price in every country. Wth conpul sory licensing, the price of the
drug can be reduced from US$7.50 to US70 cents.

The way seens clear enough. But it is not without obstacles for it
of fends the multinational drug conpanies which are expected to | obby their
governnents to thwart such a nove. Despite the legality of conpul sory
licensing and the gl obal nenace of HI V/AIDS, the US has actively opposed
the efforts to i npl enent conpul sory licensing and parallel inports that
make |ife-saving H V/AIDS drugs nore affordabl e and avail abl e. Look no
further than South Africa's review of its Medicine Act to give it the
authority to make conpul sory licensing and parallel inport policies. It
was threatened with trade sanctions and was put under the Special 301
wat ch-1i st.

Where does the sanctity and integrity of Iife stand in relation to the
pecuni ary benefits of the multinational drug conpani es and their hone
governnents? The reality is that patents are no nore than a new devi ce of
col oni al i sm
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