In the wee hours of May 16, 2003, the US Senate passed the "United States Leadership Against HIV/AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria Act of 2003" (HR 1298).  This five-year, US $15 billion bill, commonly known as the Global AIDS Act, was signed into law by President Bush on  May 27 and constitutes the largest single monetary commitment the US has ever made to deal with the AIDS pandemic in Africa. 

Despite the unprecedented nature of this commitment, however, the Act also contains some onerous provisions and omissions, including:

· a provision allocating one-third of prevention funding for "abstinence only" programs and

· a very limited contribution to the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, TB and Malaria ($1 billion in FY 2004).

The Democrats offered several amendments to improve the bill, but Republicans were united in wanting to pass the House version without changes. The only amendment passed was one sponsored by Sen. Joseph Biden (D-Del.) to increase funding for debt relief.

Microbicide advocates had been working with Senator Corzine's office (D-NJ) on an amendemnt that would have strengthened the microbicides language in the bill.  Because all amendments to the bill (but one) were being defeated regardless of merit, we ended up using a different tactic.  Senator Corzine engaged Senate Majority Leader Bill Frist in a floor "colloquy" on the issue of microbicide research and development, and specifically on the need for the National Institutes of Health (NIH) to establish a branch dedicated to microbicide research and development within the NIH’s National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases -- thus creating a single line of administrative accountability and funding coordination.

A colloquy is, a pre-agreed to floor dialogue between two members of the Senate which establishes legislative intent.  With Senator Frist's approval, Senator Corzine gave a thorough and substantive statement, outlining the need for microbicide research, reviewing the pipeline of potential products awaiting trial, and calling attention to his bill -- the Microbicide Development Act (MDA). He then asked for, and received, Majority Leader Frist's support for greater funding. Senator Frist also joined Senator Corzine in urging NIH to consider establishing a "microbicides branch" and urged the leadership at NIH to give this proposal prompt and careful consideration.

Given the legislative realities, obtaining this floor statement from the Senate Majority Leader constitutes a substantial victory for our community. Up until now, Senator Frist has neither spoken out on the issue of microbicide development nor supported the community's efforts to address deficiencies at NIH. 

The results of this colloquy have since been brought to the attention of NIH Director Dr. Elias Zerhouni.  In a recent letter, Senator Corzine and the other co-sponsors of the Microbicides Development Act relayed the colloquy recommendations and specifically asked Dr. Zerhouni to comment on the proposal to establish a Microbicide Development Branch at NIAID.

We are all eagerly awaiting Dr. Zerhouni's response and will relay news of subsequent developments as it becomes available.  Meanwhile, hats off to Senator Corzine and his staffer Sandra Caron for employing the colloquy mechanism so successfully for carrying it forward expeditiously to urge NIH action on its recommendations.  Hats off also to Pam Norick, our legislative consultant, and the many microbicide advocates all across the country whose ongoing contact with their legislators has raised Congressional awareness to a level where real progress is happening.

