
 

Researchers scramble to fight 'brand new'
Zika virus

January 29 2016

Zika virus is spreading rapidly through the Americas leaving researchers
scrambling to understand the very basics, including how to prevent, treat
and diagnose the emerging mosquito-borne threat.

There is no vaccine against Zika, which top US health authorities
described Thursday as a "brand new" virus that has expanded swiftly in
recent years and been linked to brain damage in babies.

No matter how fast the world acts, it will be years before a vaccine is
widely available, said Anthony Fauci, head of the National Institute for
Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID).

"This is a brand-new virus so we, prior to this time, have really not spent
anything on Zika," Fauci said.

Nor is there any vaccine on the market yet against dengue virus, which
comes from the same family of flaviviruses.

The US government is appealing for all kinds of research on Zika and
will draw from a pool of $97 million to fund studies on everything from
how it spreads to how it causes disease to how to control the mosquitoes
that spread it.

"NIAID researchers are working on vaccine candidates to prevent Zika
virus infection," he added.
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"It is to our advantage that we already have existing vaccine platforms to
use as a sort of jumping off point," he said, mentioning two avenues of
study based on prior research into West Nile and dengue vaccines.

"While these approaches are promising, it is important to understand that
we will not have a widely available, safe and effective Zika vaccine this
year and probably not even in the next few years."

Mild to severe

Zika was first identified in 1947, causing its first human case in 1952 in
Uganda. However, most cases were mild, resulting in rash, fever, and red
eyes in a small fraction of cases.

Health authorities barely took notice until an outbreak on the
Micronesian island of Yap in 2007.

An outbreak that began last year in Brazil has been blamed for a surge in
birth defects in Brazil, where thousands of babies have been born with
small heads, an incurable and sometimes fatal condition known as
microcephaly.

"Zika virus's spread in the Americas and its effect on pregnancy are new
developments that we are working with partners to better understand,"
said Anne Schuchat, principal deputy director of the US Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention.

Health authorities are also probing an increase in Guillain Barre
syndrome, a rare neurological disorder in which a person's own immune
system damages nerve cells, leading to muscle weakness and sometimes
paralysis, she said.

"The virus is spreading throughout the Americas and we expect more
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countries to be affected," warned Schuchat.

Sexual transmission?

Researchers are also aware of two cases in the past several years which
suggest the virus could be spread through sexual contact—one case in
which Zika was detected in a man's semen after it disappeared from his
bloodstream, and another in which a man infected in Senegal may have
infected his wife back in Colorado.

However, Schuchat added that "the science is very clear to date: that
Zika virus is primarily transmitted to people through the bite of an
infected mosquito. So that is really where we are putting the emphasis
right now."

Other researchers are calling for an increased focus on preventing
mosquito bites, particularly in impoverished areas.

"We need to look at historical successes to embark on similar programs
in Zika-affected countries," said Peter Hotez, dean of the National
School of Tropical Medicine at Baylor College of Medicine.

Hotez called for new studies on technologies—such as insecticides, 
genetically modified mosquitoes, bed net use and mass drug treatment
with antiparasitic ivermectin—as potential ways to prevent the virus and
kill the Aedes aegypti mosquito which carries it.
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