
H e a l t h Sunday, February 4, 2018

23Established 1961 

MANILA: The Philippines said yesterday the anti-dengue
vaccine Dengvaxia may be connected to three deaths in
the country, according to a government-ordered inquiry,
and that the drug is not ready for mass immunization.
Sanofi revealed in November that Dengvaxia - the world’s
first dengue vaccine - might increase the risk of severe
disease in people who had never been exposed to the
virus. The news prompted an uproar in the Philippines,
where more than
800,000 school-age
children had been vacci-
nated in 2016. “We sym-
pathize with all the fami-
lies who have suffered
the loss of a child. Sanofi
Pasteur’s mission is to
reduce or eliminate suf-
fering for millions around
the world through vacci-
nation, including in the
Philippines,” a
spokesman for the
French drugmaker said in an emailed statement.

The Philippine Health Ministry halted Dengvaxia
immunizations in November. It formed a 10-member panel
of experts to determine if the drug was directly connected
to the deaths of 14 children after they were given the vac-
cine. It found it may have been connected to the deaths of
three. “Three cases were found to have causal association.
They died of dengue even (though) they were given

Dengvaxia. Two of them may have died because of vac-
cine failure,” Health Undersecretary Enrique Domingo
told a news conference.

“These findings strengthen the decision of the
Department of Health to stop the vaccine. It has failed in
some children.  Dengvaxia is not ready for mass vaccina-
tions and we would need three to five more years to
watch and monitor if there would be other adverse reac-

tions from the vaccine.”
Mosquito-borne dengue is
the world’s fastest-growing
infectious disease, afflicting
up to 100 million people
worldwide, causing half a
million life-threatening
infections and killing about
20,000 people, mostly
children, each year.
Domingo said the panel’s
findings would be shared
with the justice depart-
ment, which is considering

cases against those responsible for the mass immunization
program.

Paediatrician and panel member Juliet Sio-Aguilar,
from the University of the Philippines-Philippine General
Hospital (UP-PGH), said the team was recommending fur-
ther studies as it was difficult to directly connect the three
deaths to Dengvaxia. No vaccine has a 100 percent suc-
cess rate, she said. The dengue death rate in the

Philippines was 60 times higher than global rate, Sio-
Aguilar said. Sanofi said yesterday the UP-PGH’s findings
confirmed there is currently no evidence directly linking
the Dengvaxia vaccine to any of the 14 deaths.

“In Dengvaxia clinical trials conducted over more
than a decade and the over one million doses of the vac-
cine administered, no deaths related to the vaccine have
been reported to us,” the company said in a statement.

The Philippines spent 3.5 billion pesos ($68 million) on
the Dengvaxia program to reduce the 200,000 dengue
cases reported every year. Sanofi said clinical evidence
confirms dengue vaccination in the Philippines will pro-
vide a net reduction in dengue disease, including severe
dengue. The Philippines has already fined Sanofi a sym-
bolic $2,000, citing violations in product registration
and marketing. — Reuters

After 24 surgeries, 
Bangladesh ‘tree 
man’ relapses
DHAKA: A year ago Abul Bajandar, a Bangladeshi rick-
shaw-puller dubbed “tree-man” for the bark-like growths
that once covered his body, appeared to have made a full
recovery from the rare condition that has afflicted him for a
decade. But twelve months after doctors declared him all
but cured following 24 surgeries, Bajandar’s hands are once
again covered in the growths that characterise his rare

condition.  Surgeon Samanta Lal Sen, who last year hailed
his cure as a milestone in medical history, now admits
Bajandar’s case may be more complicated than first
thought. His patient, who has been unable to work for years
and whose young family lives in the hospital, says he fears
he will never be cured. “I am scared to have any more sur-
geries. I don’t think my hands and feet will be okay again,”
the 27-year-old told AFP at the Dhaka hospital where he
first came for treatment in January 2016. Bajandar suffers
from epidermodysplasia verruciformis, an extremely rare
genetic condition known as “tree-man disease”.

Intrigued by his condition, doctors at the Dhaka
Medical College Hospital treated him for free, surgically
removing more than five kilos (11 pounds) of growths from
his hands and feet. He has been there ever since with his

wife and family, who live together in a small room in the
hospital. “We thought we had achieved (a cure). But now it
seems to be a time-consuming case,” surgeon Sen told
AFP. “We will keep on investigating to reach the ultimate
success, though it’s tough to say how long it will take.” This
week Bajandar underwent his 25th surgery to remove some
of the growths from his hands.

Fewer than half a dozen cases 
For his wife Halima Khatun, life is on hold as she tends

to her husband and looks after their four-year-old daugh-
ter. “We’re grateful for the free treatment, we couldn’t have
afforded to pay for it,” said Khatun, who passes her time in
the ward making jewelry for a little cash. Fewer than half a
dozen people worldwide have epidermodysplasia verruci-

formis, according to Sen. Last year the Dhaka Medical
College Hospital treated a young Bangladeshi girl suffering
from the condition.

Doctors declared surgery to remove the growths a suc-
cess, but her father later said they had grown back in even
greater numbers. He withdrew her from treatment, saying
he did not want to watch her grow up in a hospital ward.
“Nobody deserves to be in a hospital forever,” said a nurse
working in the plastic surgery unit. “Unfortunately, he
(Bajandar) may have to stay here for a while.” Meanwhile
Bajandar worries about money, and how he will pay for his
daughter’s education. “She’s growing up so fast,” he said. “I
always wanted her to become a doctor. But if my condition
worsens, how can I even send her to pre-school, let alone a
medical college?” — AFP 
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MANILA: Juliet Sio-Aguilar (right), pediatrician and head of the Philippine General Hospital (PGH)
expert panel, speaks during a press conference regarding the Dengvaxia vaccine at the DOH
headquarters in Manila. — AFP 


