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Pharma firms not making enough
progress against superbugs: Report

LONDON: Drug companies are not making
progress against the spread of antibiotic resist-
ance at a scale and speed great enough to tackle
the global health threat posed by superbugs, a
key benchmark analysis found yesterday.

The findings of a second Antimicrobial
Resistance (AMR) Benchmark report showed that
while a few pharmaceutical companies are
expanding their efforts, change is not happening at
the scale needed to radically impact the problem.

Antibiotic and antifungal resistance is estimat-
ed to kill 35,900 people in the United States
alone each year. In the European Union and
European Economic Area, data show that antimi-
crobial resistance accounts for at least 17 percent
of infections, and leads to 33,000 deaths each
year. In India, drug resistance exceeds 70 per-
cent for many widespread bacteria, the AMR
report said.

Compared to 2018, the pipeline of new drugs in
development to combat bacterial and fungal infec-

tions remains small, with only 51 potential treat-
ments in late-stage clinical trials, the 2020 report
found. And only a handful more clinical-stage
antibiotics are being developed with integral plans
to make them available to those who need them
most, but only use them wisely and sparingly. “This
second benchmark provides a reality check,” said
Jayasree Iyer, executive director of the Access to
Medicine Foundation, which publishes the biennial
AMR Benchmark report. “The progress we see is
being overshadowed by our increasing reliance on
just a handful of companies.” Drug resistance is
driven by the misuse and overuse of antibiotics
and other antimicrobials, which encourages bacte-
ria to evolve to survive by finding new ways to
beat the medicines. But the low profitability of
antibiotics means that only a dwindling number of
pharmaceutical companies still invest in develop-
ing and manufacture them.

The 2020 AMR Benchmark report said that
since 2018, two more companies - Novartis and

Sanofi - have retreated from new antibiotics
research and development (R&D), while two
more have filed for bankruptcy.

Tim Jinks, a specialist in drug-resistance at
the Wellcome Trust global health charity, said the
findings pointed to a “tipping point in the manu-
facturing of new antibiotics - with progress
hanging by a thread.” “Drug-resistant infections
are one of the greatest global public health
threats of our time,” he said. “The pace of change
does not match the scale of the challenge.”

The report identified three drug companies -
GSK, Entasis and Cipla - as leaders in antimicrobial
R&D, and said they were “followed closely by a few
strong performers”, including Pfizer and Johnson &
Johnson. Iyer warned, however, that the world
should not take these firms’ commitment for grant-
ed. The AMR Benchmark measures 30 companies
with interests in the anti-infectives market, including
multinational pharma companies, biotechnology
firms and generics makers. — Reuters

LONDON: Men in Britain should be
allowed to donate sperm after they die
to meet growing demand from couples
seeking fertility treatment, medical
experts say. Posthumous sperm donation
is technically feasible and morally
acceptable, the specialists said in a
review published in the Journal of
Medical Ethics yesterday. They argue it
should be seen like organ and other tis-
sue donations as a way of relieving the
suffering of others.

While infertility is not life-threaten-
ing, said Nathan Hodson of Britain’s
Leicester University and Joshua Parker
of Britain’s Wythenshawe Hospital in
Manchester, it causes great suffering
and could be said to be a form of illness.

“If it is morally acceptable that indi-
viduals can donate their tissues to
relieve the suffering of others in ‘life
enhancing transplants’ for diseases ... we
see no reason why this cannot be
extended to other forms of suffering like
infertility, which may or may not also be
considered a disease,” they said. Such a

move would raise questions about con-
sent and family permissions for posthu-
mous donations, Parker and Hodson said,
and there would also be concerns about
anonymity of the donor.

Britain has a shortage of donor
sperm, while demand is high, and
increasing, the experts said. They cited
government data showing that an esti-
mated 4,000 samples are imported to
Britain each year from the United
States, and 3,000 from Denmark, as
well  as more from other European
Union countries. Sperm can be collect-
ed after death either through electrical
stimulation of the prostate gland or
with surgery. It can then be frozen and
stored until required.

Parker and Hodson cited studies
showing that sperm harvested from dead
men can result in healthy pregnancies and
children with normal health and develop-
ment, even when the sperm is retrieved
48 hours after death. Other medical
experts said the analysis raised issues
that need to be resolved. — Reuters

COPENHAGEN: Denmark plans to ban sales of
laughing gas to minors to prevent them from
using the substance — which is used for making
whipped cream or filling balloons — to get high,
officials said yesterday. “We’re going to end
too-easy access to laughing gas and prevent the
abuse of gas cartridges by young people,”

Industry Minister Simon Kollerup said in a
statement.

With nearly universal support among law-
makers, the parliament is expected to pass the
legislation that would see sales restricted from
May, with adults also to be limited to purchasing
two cartridges at a time to discourage abuse.

Nitrous oxide, or laughing gas, was once
widely used as an anesthetic to reduce pain, but
its euphoric effects have also long made it pop-
ular as a recreational drug. Health officials worry
that regular use of nitrous oxide can cause
nervous system and heart rhythm problems and
a loss of memory. — AFP
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