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Aids expert fears financial crisis

to worsen mother-child infections

The economic crisis could putbab1es

at greater risk of contracting the A1ds
virus from their mothers.

Private donations, the primary
funding source for projects to stop
mother-child HIV transmission in

. the mainland, might fall next year,

Aids expert David Ho Dai-i, the cre-

_ ator of “cocktail therapy” that com-

bines several Aids-treatment drugs,
said yesterday.

Pregnant HIV-positive mothers' -

. musttake special pills before giving
birth to stop them transmitting the

virus to theirbabies. Newborm babies

also require medication to prevent

them from becommg infected, all of

which requires private funding.
Statistics show three out of every

1,000 pregnant mothers in Yunnan-

=) are infected with HIV. Since
2005, Tsinghua University and Yun-
nan authorities have worked with
more than 200 such mothers, of
whom fewer than 2 per cent gave

birth to HIV-positive.babies, a dra-~
matic fall from the normal mother- .-

Despite vears of ‘ﬂz‘wd |

work, the field [of
research into an ﬁ};@s

vaccinel] as a whole
“has failed so far

David Ho of Tsinghua UnlverSIty S
Comprehensive Aids Research Centre

child transmission rate of 30 to 40 per

- cent, said Dr Ho, director of the umi-

versity’s Comprehensive Aids
Research Centre.

Dr Ho, who will receive an honor-
ary doctorate from the University of
Hong Kong today, said he was wor-
ried the Yunnan project might be
hampered by the downturi. “Next
year we may feel the impact of the
economic crisis” on donations.

But, he said, research in the Unit-

ed Stateshad notbeen affected by the
downturn so far. Various founda-

. tions continued to support research
on vaccines and he.said he expected:

S

president-elect Barack Obama to
continue government support. -

- Still, Dr Ho said he expected-it
would-be many years before asuc-

cessful vaccinewas developed: “Des- -

pite years of hard work, the ﬁeld asa
whole has failed so far.”

Researchers faced two big obsta-

clesindevelopingan Aids vaccine, he
said. First, the human immunodefi-

ciency virus ¢hanges a Iot, thus any -

vaccine must target multiple viruses..
Second, the virus has a protective
shield that'stops antibodies in a vac-

cine binding with it, an essential step -
_in development of 1mmun1ty inan

individual:

For years, scientists have been
searching for a way to penetrate the
virus’ shield. Arelatively new alterna-
tive was to locate another target in
human cells to which antibodies
could bind, DrHo'said. - . -

Since 1998 the number of HIV-

-infections in Hong Kong has risen to
i3,822. “In Hong Kong, awareness

levels are still-high,” said Dr-Ho. But
fighting Aids ‘on' the mainland
required more resources, he said.
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