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From the USA to Alghero to Study AIDS

A conference the Sardinian Science and Technology Park.

Sardinia is in the forefront of research in the field of anti-HIV therapies. From Cagliari to Alghero (Southern to Northern Sardinia) there are several companies and international cooperation projects working to find new strategies in the fight against HIV. Reasearch activities focus upon new molecules and how they could be used to create innovative medicines. One example is the biopharmaceutical company ViroStatics that recently moved from Pavia to Sardinia to delop new antiretroviral compounds. 

New horizons for research

ViroStatics, one of the companies commited into this research area, was founded by a US not-for-profit entity, RIGHT- the Research Institute for Genetic and Human Therapies, together with SFIRS - Società Finanziaria per la Sardegna. In 2009, ViroStatics moved from Pavia in Northern Italy to Alghero, Sardinia, andits laboratories are now located in the Porto Conte Ricerche, a state-of-the-art research center, branch of the Sardinian Science and Technology Park. 

The reason for this choice was explained by Franco Lori, MD and the CEO of ViroStatics.  “According to the Italian Association for Biotechnologies Development (ASSOBIOTEC), Sardinia is one of the Italian areas where the local government has actually invested more public funds for biotechnologies while in the rest of Italy resources devoted to research have been reduced. For this reason Sardinia has moved up to seventh place among the 17 regions that have invested in reasearch.  According to the previous survey, Sardinia had ranked twentiest place for Italy. Moreover Sardinia has become the first region in Italy if we look at the number of biotech companies settled into the Science and Technology Park”. Then Dr. Lori added that Italy ranks last internationally among industrialized countries when comparing the ratio between GDP and research on AIDS. But it looks like that things are different in Sardinia. 

The research team operating in the ViroStatics laboratories is really an international one as it is formed by a group of fifteen researchers consisting of some foreigners with the majority being Sardinian. Their studies focus upon a new class of antiviral drugs known as AV-HALTs (Antiviral-Hyperactivation Limiting Therapeuthics) that inhibit the virus and protect the immune system at the same time.  “Very effective medicines are available but, unfortunately, they do not eliminate the virus. Indeed it  continues to stimulate the immune system,” adds Lori with an example.  “It's like a car working all the time with the gears engaged and the accelerator pressed.  It is very important to not only decelerate, inhibitng the virus, but also to cool down the engine – in this case that’s the immune system. The research team is now working on a second generation of AV-HALTs and thier studies are at an advanced development stage.  The Company is moving from the first generation, combining two molecules having antiviral and immunoprotective effects, to a new class where the two actions are provided by one single molucule”.

SARDINIA-USA

"New Therapies for AIDS" was the main topic of the Seminar organized yesterday by Sardegna Ricerche. The invited speaker was Doctor Stuart Le Grice, a researcher at the National Cancer Institute in the USA, who gave a lucture on the protein Ribonuclease H, an HIV protein responsible for the HIV infection process. Intervening upon the protein could be a way to act against the infection. Research on the same topic is being developed by the team of Professor Enzo Tramontano, from the University of Cagliari. Tramontano teaches Biochemistry and Molecular Biology at the Science Faculty. “Research studies on antiviral therapies look for different targets among the viral enzymes,” explains Tramontano, “specifically the American study and ours, which is still in a preliminary stage, have the goal to influence specific essential functions of Ribonuclease H. This has never been  investigated before by any researcher”. 

Dr Le Grice also reported that his Research Insitute is investigating drugs, known as microbicides, to be used by individuals before they come into contact with the virus. “Clinical trials show that they can be effective,” he adds, “but we have to study the best combinaton of drugs.  In the meantime, prevention and education are the most effective strategies to fight AIDS”.  The seminar is the first organized by the EEN, the Enterprise Europe Network for dissemination of scientific innovation, and Sardegna Ricerche. The topic of AIDS therapies will be addressed again during another seminar on February the 22nd.
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