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New 'vaccine-like' HIV drug could cost just
$40: Researchers

July 23 2024

HIV infecting a human cell. Credit: NIH

A new "vaccine-like" HIV drug that currently costs over $40,000 per
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person a year could be made for as little as $40, researchers estimated on
Tuesday.

The antiretroviral drug Lenacapavir, developed by US pharmaceutical
giant Gilead, has been hailed as a potential game-changer in the fight
against HIV.

Early trials have found the treatment is 100 percent effective in
preventing HIV infection. And it only needs to be injected twice a year,
making the drug far easier to administer than current regimens requiring
daily pills.

"It's like having a vaccine basically," Andrew Hill, a researcher at the
UK's Liverpool University, told AFP.

The treatment currently costs patients over $40,000 a year in a range of
countries including the United States, France, Norway and Australia.

New research, which Hill presented at the International AIDS
Conference in Munich on Tuesday, looked into how much the cost of
making the drug could come down if Gilead allowed for cheaper generic
versions to be manufactured.

A year's worth of the drug could be made for as little as $40—1,000
times less than the current price—according to the research, which has
not been peer reviewed.

This price was based on production volumes equal to treating 10 million
people.

If the drug was given to people at high risk of contracting HIV—such as
gay or bisexual men, sex workers, prisoners or notably young women in

Africa—it could "basically shut down HIV transmission," Hill
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emphasized.
"We could actually control the epidemic."

There were 1.3 million new HIV infections last year, while 39 million
people are living with the virus, according to the World Health
Organization.

'Opportunity to save the world'

To estimate the cost, the researchers studied shipments of raw materials
of the drug, and spoke to large generic manufacturers in China and India
that already make its "building blocks," Hill said.

The international team of researchers has been proven right about
similar estimates in the past, he added.

A decade ago, the team said that the cost of making Gilead's hepatitis C
drug—then priced at $84,000 a patient—could plummet to $100 if
generics were allowed.

"Now it costs just under $40 to cure Hepatitis C," Hill said.

The new research was announced a day after UNAIDS chief Winnie
Byanyima called on Gilead to "make history" by opening up Lenacapavir
to the UN-backed Medicines Patent Pool, which would allow generics to
be sold under license in low- and middle-income nations.

"Gilead has an opportunity to save the world," she told AFP.

A Gilead spokesperson told AFP that the firm is still waiting on phase 3
clinical trial data on using Lenacapavir to prevent HIV, so "it is too early
to state" what it could have in the future.
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The firm has a strategy to "supply high-quality, low-cost versions of
Lenacapavir" in countries "where the need is greatest," the spokesperson
said.

It is also "moving with urgency" to negotiate contracts for a voluntary
licensing program to "expedite access to those versions of lenacapavir in
high-incidence, resource-limited countries," the spokesperson added.
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