
Quest tor a vaccine 
T he acquired immunodeficiency syn

drome (AIDS) is the first great pan
demic of the second half of the 20th 

century. It is caused by a retrovirus , called 
human immunodeficiency virus (HIV-1). As 
many as two million people in the US may be 
infected with this virus at this time, and as 
many as five to ten million worldwide. 

Rapid progress has been made in under
standing the biology, the mechanism of 
pathogenesis and the molecular biology of 
this virus. 

The greatest challenges for the immediate 
future are to control the AIDS epidemic 
and to provide effective treatment for those 
already infected. 

Avoiding exposure to the virus is the most 
effective means of prevention . But this may 
not be adequate to eliminate the disease, so it 
is essential to develop an antiviral vaccine or 
a drug to control its transmission. 
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Vaccines are historically the best means of 
controlling the diseases caused by viruses. 
We face a difficult scientific and technical 
task because of the very nature of the virus 
itself. The main problem now facing the sci
entific community is to determine which anti
gens will induce a broad protective immune 
response. 

Antiviral chemotherapy with the chemical 
compound AZT, while not a cure , has proved 
to be useful in prolonging the life of severely 
ill patients. This success has stimulated vigor
ous research to develop new drugs. 

The global scope of the AIDS crisis has 
triggered extensive international cooperation 
among scientists , and coordinated efforts on 
the part of public health officials, aimed at 
initiating an effective programme for moni
toring and controlling this menacing disease. 
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