ENDING AIDS: THE SEARCH FOR A VACCINE
For the past 20 years, scientists around the world have been confronting one of the greatest medical challenges in human history: the search for an AIDS vaccine. Like detectives on the trail of a ruthless serial killer, determined researchers have relentlessly pursued the elusive HIV virus, trying to unlock its lethal secrets. Along the way, they have uncovered promising leads, gaining critical insights into how to immunize the public against the agonizing disease HIV causes. So far, the defiant microbe has evaded every attempt to defeat it.

With each passing day, as the epidemic spreads to new parts of the world, the search becomes more urgent. In the absence of a vaccine, another 60 million people may be infected with HIV by the year 2010.

ENDING AIDS: THE SEARCH FOR A VACCINE, airing on PBS on World AIDS Day, Thursday, December 1, 2005, 9:00-10:00 p.m. ET, tells the story of this dramatic duel between man and nature, taking viewers from high-tech labs to clinics where dying patients seek treatment, and into the lives of those whose bodies — for reasons still unclear — miraculously prevent HIV from establishing an infection. And looking beyond the purely medical challenges into the wider cultural issues surrounding HIV, the film addresses the scientific, political, ethical and organizational challenges of stopping the signature pandemic of our time. Actor and AIDS activist Richard Gere narrates the program.
“We’re trying to teach the immune system to defend itself against what is arguably the most formidable enemy it has ever faced, an invader with seemingly unlimited ability to evade detection and defeat our bodies and defenses,” says science journalist Jon Cohen in ENDING AIDS, summing up the enormous obstacles to creating an AIDS vaccine.

Cohen, whose book Shots in the Dark: The Wayward Search for an AIDS Vaccine inspired the documentary, joins a roster of experts — including Anthony Fauci, Don Francis, Margaret Johnston, John Moore, Ron Desrosiers and others — to relate a complex, intriguing and often heartbreaking detective story — a story that is still unfolding. At stake in its outcome are the lives of untold millions.

ENDING AIDS begins in 1981, when the mysterious disease that would be named Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome began to spread in urban areas across America. The program outlines the difficulty of finding a vaccine to combat an illness that targets the very immune system that the body needs to fight against viruses. The program also traces the involvement of the biotech industry in trying to develop a vaccine; the identification of AIDS as a “gay” disease in the U.S., making public research funds difficult to secure; and protests by activists whose objective was treatment for those already infected, putting additional pressures on already strained resources.

By 1991, the disease had exploded into a pandemic, with millions around the world dying and new infections occurring daily. Repeated disappointments in research and trials of early vaccines led to a tug of war between government and industry, resulting in an announcement by Dr. Fauci in 1994 that the NIH would not support large-scale trials of a vaccine designated gp120. The success of Harvard’s Ron Desrosiers in vaccinating monkeys against Simian Immunodeficiency Virus, the monkey equivalent of HIV, generated hope, but the work led to controversy when recruitment for a human trial of a “live attenuated” vaccine began. Many objected to using humans as guinea pigs. The controversy ended when research data showed that the live vaccine would be ineffective.

Meanwhile, half a world away in the slums of Kenya, sex workers who had been repeatedly exposed to HIV remained uninfected. Research into this tantalizing mystery suggested designing a vaccine around T cells — unknown territory. An additional problem was money. In Africa, where the AIDS epidemic is catastrophic, funds to run vaccine trials are difficult to secure. However, a new NGO (non-governmental organization) came into being — the international AIDS Vaccine Initiative. One of IVAI’S first orders of business was to fund the Kenyan AIDS Vaccine Initiative at the University of Nairobi. By 2004, the groundwork was already being laid for a possible massive phase-three trial in Africa. 
As work was progressing in Kenya, trials of the gp120 vaccine took place, without government support, in North America, Thailand and Europe. They were unsuccessful. 

Ending AIDS remains a story in progress. There have been more failures than successes to date; millions of lives and many years have slipped away as researchers grappled with the scientific, economic and political challenges of finding an effective vaccine. But, as ENDING AIDS: THE SEARCH FOR A VACCINE shows, there is hope. 
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