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Why mala≥ia vaccine is a wo≥ld fi≥st

What is the significance of a success-
ful malaria vaccine?

Scientifically, the significance 
is enormous. We have vaccines 
against bacterial and viral agents 
but no vaccine has ever been made 
against a human parasite. This is 
thus a world first.

Tell us about the RTS,S vaccine 
development. 
I started this project in 1987, and 
for a number of years it was tedious 
work: Making the vaccine, manu-
facturing it, testing it in animals, 
and then finally in 1992 testing it 
for the first time in human subjects.

Then, only a few people were pro-
tected out of the eight that we vac-
cinated. The results were encourag-
ing, but not satisfactory.

But in 1996, when we tested a 

new formulation of the vaccine, six 
out of the seven volunteers who had 
been vaccinated were completely 
protected. I think that was a “Eu-
reka” moment.

What about the risks of the vaccine 
especially since you’ve added the 
Hepatitis B vaccine protein, a vac-
cine that has been associated with 
autoimmune diseases?
There is a quite rigorous way of as-
sessing the safety of a vaccine with 
the phases 1, 2 and 3 clinical trials. 
Even beyond phase 3, after the vac-
cine is adopted, we still do a post-
marketing study to check for any 
side-effects or risks.

We now have more than 8,000 
doses of the vaccine that have been 
administered to 3,000 children in 
Africa. We have followed the safety 
rigorously, and we haven’t seen any 
cause for alarm and certainly no in-
dication of autoimmunity.

It is also not an easy thing to 
evaluate autoimmunity, because it 
may develop 20 years after whatev-
er its initial cause was.

How many shots does a child need for 
protection?
In the phase 2 trials, conducted in 
Africa over the past nine years, we 
found that we need three doses ad-
ministered one month apart. That 
fits very well with the usual EPI 
programme and its visit schedules.

The vaccine is targeting children who 
are 6-14 weeks old and the second 
group is from 5-17 months. Isn’t 
there a risk that vaccinating such 
young children with so many vac-
cines could overwhelm their fragile, 
still developing immune systems?
A child in Africa or elsewhere is 
constantly subjected to a variety 
of external immuno-stimulants. So 

giving them a bit of protein from a 
microbe will not overload their im-
mune system. However, there is a 
logistical problem that comes with 
the increasing number of new vac-
cines that need to be injected in the 
EPI schedule.

You are hoping to enrol 16,000 
children for phase 3. Will you get 
scientifically significant data from 
such a sample size?
This trial was designed not just by 
a couple of people sitting around a 
table but in consultation with many 
other experts in the field. The pro-
tocol of the trial was reviewed by 
regulatory agencies in the US and 
in Europe. It was also developed in 
consultation with the World Health 
Organisation. The sample size of 
16,000 has been designed to give us 
power to demonstrate the efficacy 
of the vaccine and to generate suf-
ficient data on safety.

The sample size is determined 
by the nature of the disease, so for 

some diseases the number could 
be higher or lower. However, the 
regulatory agencies have set a lower 
limit below which a vaccine will not 
be licensed, as the data would be 
deemed inadequate. 

Do you think it can be rolled out in 
Africa in spite of the financial and 
infrastructural problems, for example 
refrigeration?
We need to start working on  fi-
nance and the public health in-
frastructure and delivery. Also, in 
most African countries’ Ministries 
of Health, immunisation and ma-
laria prevention programmes are 
separate entities. They will need to 
come together to co-ordinate their 
efforts.

IN BRIEF TANZANIA

EPZ loses out on cancelled 
investment worth $135m
Investments worth $135 million ear-
marked for Tanzania export processing 
zones by a United Arab Emirates based 
investor have been cancelled.

Export Processing Zones Authority 
director general Dr Adelhelm Meru 
said investors cited the global eco-
nomic downturn as the reason for the 
cancellation.

For example, the Cami factory,  
which has been exporting goods to the 
US under the Africa Growth and Op-
portunity Act has been forced to close, 
leaving over 800 workers without jobs.

Poor prices, low volumes at 
Mombasa tea auction 
Tanzania faired poorly in the October 
Mombasa tea auction, selling 167,803 
kilogrammes of tea at an average price 
of $1.76.

This is far below last year’s perfo-
mance, where it sold 638,535 kgs  at 
$1.6 per kilo making over $1 million.

According to Africa Tea Brokers Ltd, 
the decline in earnings was on account 
of a decrease in the unit volume of tea 
offered. 

Major buyers of Tanzania’s tea were 
Global Tea Commodities (K), Lipton 
Ltd, Cofftea Agencies Ltd, L.A.B In-
ternational (K) Ltd and Abbas Traders 
Ltd. 

The Mombasa auction is the second 
largest tea market in the world after 
Colombo. Kenya is the third largest 
tea-producing country after China and 
India. 

Countries selling their tea through 
the Mombasa auction include Tanzania, 
Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi, Madagas-
car, Mozambique, Malawi and the 
Democratic Republic of Congo.

Dar University, Ministry of 
Energy offer miners training
Tanzanian small scale miners have 
every reason to smile following a 
collaboration between Dar es Salaam 
University’s College of Engineering and 
Technology and the Ministry of Miner-
als and Energy to train them in safe 
mining and financial management.

The collaboration is expected to 
benefit miners, who currently employ 
inefficient methods and practices 
which are behind their low outputs and 
incomes.

At present, the small miners are 
at the mercy of middlemen who offer 
very low prices even for some of the 
finest gemstones produced in the 
country. 

The onsite training and workshops 
are expected to increase gemstone 
production by 50 per cent.

The EastAfrican

NEWS
NOVEMBER 23-29, 2009

14

Q&A

At the recent Multilateral 
Initiative on Malaria conference 
in Nairobi, the final stage of 
research on what may be the 
world’s first widely effective 
tool against malaria — the 
RTS,S vaccine — was discussed.

RTS,S vaccine, now in phase 
3, is composed of a protein 
derived from the surface of the 
malaria parasite and a Hepatitis 
B vaccine protein.

R - Repeat sequence, which 
characterises the gene section 
coding the surface protein; T 
— T-cell epitopes of the surface 
protein; S —  surface antigen of 
the Hepatitis B virus, which is 
fused with the surface protein 
from the plasmodium.

BACKGROUND

D≥ Cohen spoke to ROSE NYAWIRA 
NJOROGE, a PhD student in vaccine biology

Dr Cohen is the co-inventor 
and one of the original patent 
holders of RTS,S. As vice 
president of R&D for vaccines 
for emerging diseases and HIV 
at GlaxoSmithKline Biologicals, 
he manages early development 
of vaccines against some of 
the world’s leading infectious 
diseases, including HIV, TB and 
malaria.
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Comesa’s ea≥ly wa≥ning system against conflict
By WILFRED EDWIN
Special Correspondent

The Common Market for Eastern 
and Southern Africa has, together 
with the civil society, developed a 
conflict early warning system.

According to Comesa Secretary 
General Sindiso Ngwenya, the sys-
tem will monitor indicators of con-
flict in member states.

M Ngwenya said that Comesa  is 
developing the indicators, through a 
process that wil involve conflict vul-
nerability assessments. 

“Once these have been put in 
place, Comesa will be able to inter-
vene in conflicts at the earliest stage 
possible and respond to its mandate 
of conflict prevention through pre-
ventive diplomacy,” he said.

According to Mr Ngwenya, Come-
sa has already elected five out of 

nine eminent persons to serve as 
members on the Committee of 
Elders.

The elders’ primary role will be 
to assist the Office of the Secretary 
General in preventive diplomacy as-
signments.

He added that Comesa will liaise 
with the civil society for research 
and analyses.

Peace and security

During the fourth summit of the 
Comesa Authority, a decision was 
made for Comesa to be formally in-
volved in peace and security. 

The involvement of the private 
sector and the civil society on mat-
ters of peace and security on a con-
sultative basis was then deemed as 
crucial.

The Comesa initiative will com-

plement other groups which are 
already working to reduce the fre-
quency and impact of conflicts in 
the region. 

Bodies like the International Fi-
nance Corporation (IFC), a member 
of the World Bank Group, are pro-
viding  support, to fragile and con-
flict affected African countries to re-
build their private sectors, increase 
stability, reduce poverty, and put 

their populations back to work.
IFC’s Conflict Affected States in 

Africa initiative, launched in 2008, 
is a five-year programme that will 
help design and implement inte-
grated strategies specially targeted 
to support economic recovery in 
conflict affected countries. 

Although the programme has be-
gun in some war ravaged countries 
in the world, it is only the Democrat-
ic Republic of Congo that is covered 
in Comesa.

As poverty, famine, and disease 
are widespread in the country, IFC 
is working to improve DRC’s invest-
ment climate, unlock the growth po-
tential of agribusiness, oil, gas and 
mining, and other sectors.

About $20 million has been pro-
vided by the World Bank and other 
funders to the Great Lakes Initiative 
on HIV/Aids Support Project.

We have elected 5 out 
of 9 persons to the 
Committee of Elders”
Sindiso Ngwenya, Comesa 
secretary general


