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$11.9 Million Grant from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation to Support

Study of Promising New Contraceptive Technologies

Gift to CONRAD will speed development of contraceptive microbicides to protect women from HIV and other sexually transmitted infections

08.28.02

NORFOLK, VIRGINIA – CONRAD, a program of Eastern Virginia Medical School, today announced an $11.9 million grant from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation to support on-going research into new contraceptive methods for men and women.  The grant will also permit further study of microbicides that are effective both as contraceptives and in preventing the spread of HIV and other sexually transmitted infections.

 “This grant will enable CONRAD’s CICCR (Consortium for Industrial Collaboration in Contraceptive Research) project to accelerate research, development and clinical testing of several promising new technologies.  Our priorities include the development of male methods of contraception and vaginal formulations that would both protect against sexually transmitted infections and HIV and be contraceptive.  We are extremely grateful for the foundation’s continued commitment to CICCR's goals and ideals,” said Michael J.K. Harper, Ph.D., Sc.D., director of CICCR and the Global Microbicide Project (GMP).

One approach currently under study uses a combination of hormonal steroids, an androgen and a progestin, to be given by injection to men about every two months. This combination will decrease the production of sperm, while maintaining the testosterone levels that ensure normal male sexual function.  CICCR is working with the World Health Organization and others to organize a multinational clinical trial to test its contraceptive effectiveness.

Contraceptive Microbicides for Women

Women are especially vulnerable to HIV, with the risk of becoming infected during unprotected intercourse greater for women than for men.  A recent UNICEF study stated that two-thirds of infected 15- to 24-year-olds in sub-Saharan Africa are female.  In some cities in eastern and southern Africa, there are five infected girls for every infected boy.

In 2000, CONRAD established the Global Microbicide Project (GMP) to help develop new microbicidal agents that specifically address the needs and perspectives of women. The main objective of this project is to develop vaginal methods that would protect women against sexually transmitted infections, including HIV/AIDS. The importance of this area of research for reproductive health was highlighted at the 1994 United Nations Conference on Population Development in Cairo.

The grant announced today will also support contraceptive clinical trials of some of the microbicides developed so far through the GMP.  Several promising microbicidal agents, formulated as gels and designed for vaginal use, are being tested for safety and efficacy in preventing sexually transmitted diseases and HIV in women.

“Since the results of the UNAIDS study suggested that frequent use of nonoxynol-9, the most common component of existing vaginal contraceptives, did not protect against HIV, and could possibly increase the risk of HIV infection, the need for an alternative, non-irritating vaginal contraceptive became more urgent,” explained Henry Gabelnick, Ph.D., director of CONRAD. “This new award will allow us to move forward rapidly to test some of the candidate microbicides in the pipeline for contraceptive activity.”

This is the third grant from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation to the CICCR.  In 1998, the foundation donated $1.5 million, and in 2000 contributed an additional $25 million to establish the Global Microbicide Project.

About CONRAD

CONRAD is dedicated to developing better, safer and more acceptable methods of contraception that are especially suitable for use in developing countries and to improving reproductive health. The goals of the group’s research are to expand the contraceptive choices of women and men and to help prevent the transmission of HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted infections.

CONRAD, which was established in 1986 with funding from USAID (United States Agency for International Development), is a program of the Eastern Virginia Medical School. Core support comes from the USAID, with additional support from the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, the David and Lucile Packard Foundation, the Rockefeller Foundation and a foundation that wishes to remain anonymous. 

