
WHOwades into row over sharing of H5N1 flu research
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Washington, DC

TheWorld Health Organization has expressed concern that US
attempts to block publication of aspects of recent research on
the H5N1 avian influenza virus may undermine an international
agreement on sharing information on the virus. The research
relates to genetic mutations that might increase the virus’s risk
of transmission to humans.
WHO raised its concerns in a statement released on 30
December (www.who.int/mediacentre/news/statements/2011/
pip_framework_20111229/en/index.html) and urged that
information gathered through such research be shared in the
manner delineated in its pandemic influenza preparedness (PIP)
framework (http://apps.who.int/gb/ebwha/pdf_files/WHA64/
A64_8-en.pdf), which came into effect in May 2011.
The framework was negotiated to meet the concerns of several
nations in Asia, where most new strains of flu first emerge, that
they were being exploited and not treated as full partners in flu
research and commercialisation. Before the framework was
agreed, Indonesia expressed its unhappiness by refusing to share
samples of flu virus, which impeded the ability to monitor new
and emergent variants (BMJ 2007;334:1134, doi:10.1136/bmj.
39231.415532.DB).
WHO’s statement was prompted by the request of a US advisory
committee to the authors of two studies and the journals Science
and Nature not to publish certain details of their work (BMJ
2011;343:d8333, 29 Dec, doi:10.1136/bmj.d8333). The
committee feared that the information might be used for
purposes of bioterrorism. A process is being establishedwhereby
legitimate researchers can gain full access to the information.
While acknowledging fears about the potential negative
consequences of sharing flu research findings, WHO said,
“Research which can improve the understanding of these viruses
and can reduce the public health risk is a scientific and public
health imperative.
“In order to enable those public health gains, countries where
these viruses occur should share their influenza viruses for
public health purposes while countries and organisations
receiving these viruses should share benefits resulting from the

virus sharing. Both types of sharing are on equal footing and
equally important parts of the collective global actions needed
to protect public health.”
In the United States some have questioned the wisdom of the
government funding this type of research.
But Anthony Fauci, Gary Nabel, and Francis Collins,
respectively directors of the National Institute of Allergy and
Infectious Diseases, the Vaccine Research Center, and the
National Institutes of Health, outlined the reasons for the
research in a column in the Washington Post on 1 January
(www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/a-flu-virus-risk-worth-
taking/2011/12/30/gIQAM9sNRP_story.html).
They wrote, “In defining the mutations required for mammalian
transmission, public health officials are provided with genetic
signatures that, like fingerprints, could help scientists more
readily identify newly emergent, potentially harmful viruses,
track their spread and detect threatening outbreaks. The ability
to identify such viruses even a few months faster than by
conventional surveillance provides critical time to slow or stop
an outbreak.
“For example, the CDC [US Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention] implements public health protective measures and
stockpiles antiviral drugs. Identifying threatening viruses can
also facilitate the early stages of manufacturing vaccines that
protect against such a virus in advance of an outbreak.
“In addition, determining the molecular Achilles’ heel of these
viruses can allow scientists to identify novel antiviral drug
targets that could be used to prevent infection in those at risk
or to better treat those who become infected.”
The trio concluded: “The scientists, journal editors and funding
agencies involved are working together to ensure that access to
specific information that could be used to create dangerous
pathogens is limited to those with an established and legitimate
need to know.”
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