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Highlights in AIDS Vaccine research - 2003 
 

More than 5 million adults and children worldwide became infected with HIV in 2003, 
according to UNAIDS. Of these infections, 95% occurred in developing countries. 
These numbers mirror new infection rates from previous years, showing that the 
epidemic is not slowing. Prevention and treatment programs are helping to combat 
the spread of HIV/AIDS, but these efforts alone are not sufficient. A preventive 
vaccine—one that prevents people uninfected with HIV/AIDS from contracting the 
disease—is needed to stop the spread of the epidemic. Significant advances in the 
global effort to find a vaccine were made this year, but major challenges remain. 

 
 
Progress has been made … 
 
Record number of vaccine candidates 
   At the end of 2003, IAVI estimates that there are a dozen preventive AIDS vaccine candidates 
in human trials on six continents—a record number. Among the highlights: In February, IAVI 
expanded to Uganda a trial of a candidate already in trials in Kenya and the UK. In November, 
IAVI further expanded trials of this candidate to Switzerland and South Africa. Also in 
November, South Africa, which has one of the world’s highest HIV infection rates, 
simultaneously began a trial of another vaccine candidate, by AlphaVax Inc. 
 
First large-scale efficacy trial of a vaccine candidate completed safely 
   US-based VaxGen Inc. completed two large-scale trials of its preventive vaccine candidate, 
AIDSVAX. One trial involved more than 5000 volunteers and took place in North America and 
Europe (results were announced in February); the other trial took place in Thailand and 
involved more than 2500 volunteers (results were announced in November). Although 
AIDSVAX was found to be ineffective in preventing HIV/AIDS, the trials were the first, and 
still the only, large-scale trials of a preventive AIDS vaccine candidate, and they proved that it is 
possible to enroll and retain large numbers of volunteers and to conduct a large trial safely and 
ethically.  
 
More institutions are involved in the pursuit of an AIDS vaccine than ever before 
   A record number of academic laboratories, governments, nonprofits and private companies 
are engaged in the effort to advocate for, develop and test AIDS vaccines globally. Highlights 
this year include: in March, pharmaceutical companies Merck & Co. Inc and Aventis Pasteur SA 
announced a research partnership to jointly expand trials of their vaccine candidates; in May, 
US-based Epimmune Inc. began the first AIDS vaccine trial in Botswana; and in July, the 
European Vaccine Effort Against HIV/AIDS (EuroVac) began a trial of a new candidate.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




