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Philanthropy and Neglected Tropical Diseases

“Neglected Tropical Diseases” is not a topic I would immediately be attracted to. These are 13 little known diseases, at least in western countries and have attracted little public attention, even though they afflict over a billion people a year in the world’s poorest nations. 

Moreover, I am not generally interested in obscure medical terms or how worms or parasites behave in the human body. In addition, I have not traveled to the parts of the world where these diseases roam free.

My interest in NTDs, as these diseases have recently been repackaged comes from a secondary route. It reflects my deep concern for global poverty and numerous responses by international agencies, national governments, non-governmental organizations and major foundations. 

Health is a key element of the United Nations’ Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) which has set broad bench marks for cutting extreme poverty in half by 2015, and to improve indicators of human development like life expectancy and primary education.

The unique disease burden in Africa (Sachs. 2003) has played a key role in recent debates over the success or failure of developing countries. In the late 1990s, a group of scholars including Jeffrey Sachs, currently a special advisor to the United Nations, claimed geography and disease helped explain why tropical nations have failed to grow and develop (Gallop, Sachs and Mellinger, 1999). Other researchers known as the “institutions first” school rebutted this claims, asserting the cause was poor governance including a lack of respect for market institutions and the rule of law(Acemoglu, Johnson and Robinson, 2006).

I reflected on all this as I decided to sit in on the “Special Event on Philanthropy and Global Health Agenda” at the United Nations. I wanted to tap into the current debate over disease and development. I was specifically interested in the panel on “Raising the Profile of Neglected Tropical Diseases” to see how the agenda over global health and development had advanced.

To be perfectly honest, the term “neglected tropical diseases” was a new one to me, except that the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation had been very active in this area. Yet, I knew few of the details.

With little surprise, I quickly discovered the Gates Foundation had given major grants to most of major groups working on NTDs. Grantees included the World Health Organization, the Carter Center, Global Network for Neglected Tropical Diseases and Drugs for Neglected Diseases Initiative.

Big pharmaceutical companies are the other major philanthropic player in NTDs. Merck and Pfizer have donated millions of capsules of medicine to campaigns to fight individual tropical diseases such as river blindness. But the focus in single diseases had faded in recent years as the World Health Organization (WHO) had clustered 13 parasitic diseases into NTDs. This ought to be seen as a kind of rebranding of these tropical diseases to compete with the attention and resources devoted to HIV/AIDS and malaria.

WHO takes the Lead
In his speech at the special event, UN Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon drew attention to two new fronts in global health saying a great deal of progress was made on HIV/AIDS and malaria. The new focus should be on maternal health and neglected tropical diseases.

WHO has spent the last five years working to create a strong consensus for global action against NTDs. It started with a 2003 Berlin Conference to evaluate the progress on NTDs. A second conference two years later in Berlin laid out a plan of action, with strong support from pharmaceutical companies. Included in the action agenda was a call to develop new drugs for diseases like African sleeping sickness and Chagas. In 2006, WHO crafted a common protocol for several of the most common NTDs. The new protocol is a key element of the campaign by the Global Network for Neglected Tropical Diseases.

Major drug companies were very vocal at the 2007 WHO global partners’ meeting on NTDs. They had been very active in donating drugs to disease specific eradication campaigns such as run the Carter Center, founded by former President Jimmy Carter. Bayer, GlaxoSmithKline, Merck, Pfizer, Johnson & Johnson and Novartis had donated drugs for NTDs (WHO, 2007). Many of these partnerships are longstanding and very disease specific.

For example Merck’s donation program of Mectizan to treat river blindness is over 20 years old. Merck has donated over 530 million treatments and has been active in 32 countries in Africa, Latin American and the Middle East. In 1998, Merck set up a joint program with GlaxoSmithKline for a two drug therapy for another NTD: lymphatic filariasis (elephantiasis), (Mectizan Notes, 2007). But such cooperation was rare until WHO crafted its common platform for NTD drugs.

Pfizer is a major backer of the International Trachoma Institute, founded in 1998 as a joint project with the Edna McConnell Clark Foundation. Pfizer has donated 145 million treatments of its drug Zithromax. ITI followed the WHO strategy of treatment which includes prevention, emergency surgery, drug treatment and improved access to clean water and sanitation. ITI has announced it is merging with another NTD group, the Task Force on Child Survival and Development to meet new WHO targets (ITI press release, 2009).
The Gates Factor
The Gates Foundation has become a major supporter of the newly broadened focus on NTDs. Over the last three years, the foundation had given a series of major long term grants to the leading groups and institutes working on NTDs. It has also shifted way from the disease specific approach of the 1990s (Millions Saved, 2004).

On its website (www.gatesfoundation.org), the foundation highlights its work on neglected diseases in a multi-focused strategy on better detection of NTDs, improved vaccines and treatments, and better control and eradication of NTDs.

Last December, the Gates Foundation committed $40 million dollars to the Carter Center for its global campaign to eliminate guinea worm. Much of the funding is matching funds for money the Carter Center can raise. The Gates Foundation has supported the Carter Center in working with several NTDs since 2000.

In the fall of 2006, the foundation awarded $117 million in grants to major research institutes dealing with NTDs, supported new vaccines and funded the launching of a new peer review scientific journal on NTDs.

In late 2007, the Gates Foundation made a $26 million commitment to Drugs for Neglected Diseases Initiative, a group created by the aid group Doctors with Borders as a non-profit venture to develop new drugs for tropical disease. The Gates grant makes up a quarter of the current DNDI budget, while other foundations only make up three percent of the budget (2007 DNDI annual report). Previously, Doctors without Borders was the biggest funder followed by European governments.

The Gates Foundation made another big announcement in January, when it pledged $34 million to the Global Network for Neglected Tropical Diseases (www.globalnetwork.org). The network sponsored by the Sabin Vaccine Institute will focus on raising awareness on NTD and running social networking and other grassroots appeals to raise the media profile of NTDs. 

Moreover, the network focuses its education work on seven of the most common NTDs. These diseases have established drug donation programs by pharmaceutical companies. The group’s website also highlights two NTD ambassadors: former Health and Human Service Secretary Tommy Thompson and actress Alyssa Milano, who pledged $250,000 to the network two years ago, after hearing about NTDs at a panel during a meeting of the Clinton Global Initiative.

Lessons Learned
At the moment, Bill Gates still generates the most star power on NTDs. The Gates Foundation has given large multi-year commitment to every major initiative on NTDs. The Foundation has also supported effort to “rebrand” NTDs away from the single disease approach of the recent past.

Still, NTDs have failed to attract a major A-List celebrity like Bono, George Clooney or Sharon Stone to its side. It still lacks the cache of HIV/AIDS or breast cancer. It has a long way to go and so far failed to generate much coverage in the New York Times or other major media outlets. However, the Gates grant has raised the profile of NTDs.

Importantly, Bill and Melinda Gates have backed the new WHO consensus on NTDs and pushed for a multi-layered approach with his series of long term grants to major players in NTDs. The foundation did not decide to go it alone and distract attention by ignoring the emerging global consensus on NTDs. Instead, the Gates Foundation pushed for a broader inclusive agenda around NTDs.

The Gates approach runs in contrast to the effort of the Carter Center, which has worked on these diseases for over 20 years, but had little visible role at recent meetings on NTDs. The Carter Center does not even use the term “neglected tropical diseases” on its website. It is sticking to the single disease focus even though the group works on five of the 13 NTDs.

The Carter Center has its own initiative: the International Task Force for Disease Eradication, a panel of elite scientists and public health experts. It is important to note, a majority of revenue generated by the Cater Center including Gates funding go to its health programs and fighting selected tropical diseases (2007 Carter Center Annual Report).

Yet Jimmy Carter and the Carter Center are not known in the public eye for their global health work. Carter has caused a furor with his controversial views on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The Carter Center is also known for its work on promoting free and fair elections in the developing world.

In contrast, Bill Gates has used his media profile to bring attention to NTDs and used media events like the meetings of the World Economic Forum in Davos, to bring more attention to these diseases along with promoting his view of a “caring capitalism”, (Gates. 2008)

For the big pharmaceutical companies, they have an important but in the end limited role in finding solutions to NTDs. They have donated existing drugs that are seen as effective in treating specific tropical diseases. These companies have high profile campaigns highlighting their efforts and created partnerships with WHO and major aid agencies in mass treatment campaigns.

Yet, there was limited cross-disease cooperation, other than the single alliance developed by Merck and GlaxoSmithKline in 1998.WHO and its global partners have signed onto a more inclusive agenda.

There are also a sign of consolidation among the single-disease groups. The International Trachoma Institute (ITI), co-founded by Pfizer in mid-March announced it is merging with the Task Force on Child Survival and Development which works on several NTDs and has partnerships with Johnson & Johnson and GlaxoSmithKline. This type of consolidation follows the new WHO agenda on the NTDs, and Gates Foundation funding.

From all appearances, the Gates Foundation has used its tens of millions in contributions on NTD in support of the WHO driven agenda and away from the single disease focus, which will bring more public attention on these diseases. Within the philanthropic and corporate arena, Gates is the “gorilla” in the room on NTDs and has little competition in shaping the agenda. Over the long term, I just hope the Gates family use their money and influence in support of the global agenda and does not strike out on its own to create its personal agenda that could be harmful to promoting global health and human development in poor developing countries.
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