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Drugmaker Sanofi Pasteur launches effort
for Zika vaccine

February 2 2016, byAngela Charlton

In this Feb. 1, 2016 photo China's Margaret Chan, General Director of the
World Health Organization, WHO, informs the media during a press conference
after the first Meeting of the International Health Regulations (IHR) Emergency
Committee concerning Zika virus, at the World Health Organization (WHO)
headquarters in Geneva, Switzerland. (Salvatore D1 Nolfi/Keystone via AP)

Drugmaker Sanofi Pasteur said Tuesday it is launching an effort to
research and develop a vaccine to prevent the Zika virus, after the World
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Health Organization declared a global emergency over its explosive
spread across the Americas.

There is no treatment or vaccine for the mosquito-borne virus, which has
been linked to birth defects and is in the same family of viruses as
dengue. Sanofi made the first dengue vaccine shot, licensed last year in
Brazil after years of scientific struggle to develop one.

Sanofi's Dr. Nicholas Jackson, who is leading the company's Zika effort,
said it will leverage experience with the dengue vaccine, yellow fever
and Japanese encephalitis. It hopes existing manufacturing capabilities,
technology and ongoing studies in 10 countries on the dengue virus will
also help speed up the search.

Vaccine development typically takes years. Jackson, head of global
research for Sanofi Pasteur, said the company wants to "greatly
accelerate" the hunt for a vaccine but that Brazilian predictions of a
version within three to five years sound "ambitious."

"It's very difficult to predict a reliable timeline ... given that we're
learning so much about the disease and what we need to do," he told The
Associated Press.

The U.S. government announced last week that it is beginning research
into a possible vaccine. Dr. Anthony Fauci of the National Institutes of
Health said there are vaccines in various stages of development for other
viruses in the same family—dengue, West Nile and chikungunya—that
offer a pattern for creating something similar against Zika.
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A youth walks along an alley between homes that stand on stilts above water,
trash and sewage, in a slum in Recife, Pernambuco state, Brazil, Monday, Feb. 1,
2016. Zika 1s spread by the Aedes aegypti mosquito, which is well-adapted to
humans, thrives in people's homes and can breed in even a bottle cap's-worth of
stagnant water. While anyone can be bitten by Aedes, public health experts agree
that the poor are more vulnerable because they often lack amenities that help
diminish the risk, such as air conditioning and window screens. (AP
Photo/Felipe Dana)

Sanofi Pasteur, a unit of Sanofi SA, said it is in informal discussions
with the WHO and Brazilian authorities. "Collaboration is absolutely
essential to understand this frightening disease."

The Zika virus was long thought to be relatively benign, with generally
milder symptoms than dengue. But amid a large recent Zika outbreak in
Brazil, researchers began reporting an increase in a rare birth defect
named microcephaly, in which babies are born with abnormally small
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heads.

The WHO on Monday called it an "extraordinary event" that poses a
public health threat to other parts of the world, declaring a global health
emergency despite a lack of definitive evidence proving the virus is
causing birth defects.

Sanofi plans to "rush through" a series of vaccine candidates, including
that used for dengue, Jackson said. He said he hopes that the company
learned enough during its 20-year, $1 billion search for a dengue vaccine
to rule out some ideas that turned out to be ineffective.

Clinical trials for the zika vaccine, however, would be particularly
difficult as they might involve testing in women of child-bearing age and
pregnant women, groups that scientists have traditionally been loathe to
put at risk.

With France's medical community reeling after a man died during
clinical trials of a painkiller last month, Jackson insisted that "we would
never compromise safety" amid the speeded-up effort for a Zika
vaccine.

He said he hopes an eventual vaccine would be available to all
populations, but especially to adolescent girls before they begin sexual
activity, because of concerns about possible birth defects. He said it was
too early to say whether it would be used to vaccinate pregnant women.

© 2016 The Associated Press. All rights reserved.
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