Letter sent to Dr. Elias Zerhouni, Director of U.S. National Institutes of Health in September 2006
For more information, contact the Global Campaign for Microbicides

info@global-campaign.org or www.global-campaign.org
Microbicides will help overturn the fundamental imbalance that makes so many women vulnerable to HIV infection. Scientific momentum must go hand in hand with sustained political commitment to deliver on promises to give women this vital new prevention tool. 

Graca Machel, President, Foundation for Community Development in Mozambique and 

Hilde F. Johnson, former Norwegian Minister of International Development, 8/13/06

“A microbicide would be extraordinarily important in the fight against HIV/AIDS. Empowering women on the prevention front is an incredibly important effort.”

Mark Dybul, MD, US Global AIDS Coordinator, US Department of State, 8/15/06

"It's not just about microbicides, it's how you deliver microbicides that really matters. Women need something they can fit and forget."

Alex Coutinho, Executive Director, AIDS Support Organisation, Uganda, 8/16/06

“HIV is progressively taking on the face of a woman. It is absolutely essential we address the special concerns of women in protecting themselves." 

Anthony Fauci, MD, Director, National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, 8/18/06
15 September 2006
Dear Dr. Zerhouni:

In the wake of the 16th International AIDS Conference, and in light of the many strong statements made by senior policymakers and scientists in support of an accelerated global effort to develop microbicides, we are alarmed to learn that US support for microbicide research has not expanded to meet the needs of this powerful new HIV prevention technology.   

The need for the US Department of Health and Human Services (and specifically NIH and NIAID) to expand scientific leadership in this area is urgent.
A proposal for the creation of the Microbicide Trials Network was submitted last year in response to a NIAID-issued RFA for the recompetition of all the HIV/AIDS Clinical Trials Networks.  After peer review,  negotiation regarding funding levels began with NIH.  We, the undersigned, understand that NIH is experiencing a flat budget  It is not reasonable, however, to expect the MTN to complete its ongoing trials and to deliver new studies on $15.9 million in Year 1 – barely two-thirds of the $22.3 million it projects is needed  to cover its program of work. 

Applications submitted by the AIDS Clinical Trials Group and the Vaccine Trials Network received scores within the same range as the scores received by the MTN proposal.  Although no funding increases were awarded to the ACTG or VTN this year, neither were they asked to accept less funding than they got last year.  Yet the MTN is expected to accept substantial underfunding.  Why?

We are not in any way suggesting that budget allocations to the ACTG, the VTN, or any of the other clinical trial networks should be reduced.  We are united in advocating for a broad spectrum of federally-funded work that includes the creation of new HIV prevention options such as vaccines and microbicides, as well as the uncompromised maintenance of existing prevention, care, treatment, and support services.  Treatment and prevention are inseparable goals and we were all encouraged by the long-overdue commitments articulated in Toronto to prevention in general and microbicides in particular.  But this commitment is only empty words if the reality is that the MTN is funded at a level that necessitates the elimination of essential functions.  Such empty rhetoric is wholly unacceptable to all of us.

As civil society representatives, we are specifically concerned that the MTN’s proposed mechanisms to assure adequate civil society and community involvement in the trials may not be implemented at this reduced funding level.  

The Microbicide Trials Network cannot  realize its promise at the reduced budget allocation  We, therefore, urge you in the strongest possible terms to secure a level of funding sufficient to implement the MTN’s work plan as designed.  
Microbicide research and development have been under-funded and, as a result, progress in the field has been delayed for far too long. The price of this delay is paid in human lives. It is absolutely essential that we get safe, effective microbicides into the hands of all who need them as rapidly as possible. There can be no excuse for underfunding such a global objective or for the US National Institutes of Health to falter where its leadership could be so critical.
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