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ALEXANDRA KIRSTEN

High prices remain a major obstacle 
in developing countries for both new 
HIV medicines and important sup-

portive care like viral load testing, conclude 
two recent reports by the international medi-
cal organization Médecins Sans Frontières 
(MSF). 

The findings were presented during the 
recent International AIDS Conference 2014 
in Melbourne, Australia.

Even if first- and most second-line regi-
mens have become cheaper in the last 12 
months, second-line regimens are still more 
than double the cost of first-line treatment, 
according to MSF’s annual drug pricing re-
port. 

“There are millions of people without 
access to treatment, and many of those on 
treatment need to be switched to newer regi-
mens,” pointed out Leena Menghaney, man-
ager of MSF’s Access Campaign in India. 

“If we are to get more people on treat-
ment now, countries need to overcome 
patent barriers that undermine affordable  

access to drugs.”
According to MSF, more HIV-positive 

people need to be reached not only with 
a successful treatment in suppressing the 
virus, but also with additional tools – like 
routine viral load monitoring – to ensure the 
best quality of care. 

“Viral load monitoring detects adherence 
problems early which, when paired with 
counseling and support, can help people 
stay on more affordable first-line treatment 
for longer,” explained Cohn. Thus, countries 
should take strong action to make these crit-
ical tools more affordable. 

However, another new MSF report ‘Get-
ting to Undetectable’ which describes ac-
cess to viral load monitoring in India, Kenya, 
Malawi, South Africa and Zimbabwe, reveals 
that, among other barriers, the price per test 
is a major problem. 

The report outlines how countries can 
reduce the costs of the introduction of these 
tests, like better price negotiation and rent-
ing instruments instead of buying them. 

Additionally, practical steps should be 
taken into account like replacing the more 

common, but less accurate CD4 monitoring, 
with more efficient sample collection tech-
niques. 

In some countries success can be seen 
already; negotiations have resulted in price 

decreases for viral load monitoring, with Ke-
nyans paying about US$10 per test. Dona-
tions however, are urgently needed to pro-
vide financing for implementing viral load 
tests in those areas that need it most.  
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US FDA approves wearable exoskeleton  
to help paralyzed walk
The first motorized device helping para-

lyzed people walk again has been ap-
proved for marketing by the U.S. Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA). 

The ReWalkTM System is a wearable exo-
skeleton approved for patients with paraple-
gia due to spinal cord injuries at levels T7 to 
L5 when accompanied by a specially trained 
caregiver. In people with spinal cord injuries 
at levels T4 to T6 the device is limited to use 
in rehabilitation institutions.

The battery powered ReWalk System is 
designed for private everyday use at home, 
work, or other locations. 

“For the first time individuals with para-
plegia will be able to take home this exoskel-
eton technology, use it every day and maxi-
mize on the physiological and psychological 

benefits we have observed in clinical trials,” 
said Larry Jasinski, CEO of ReWalk Robot-
ics.

The device consists of a fitted, metal 
brace support that is worn over the legs and 
part of the upper body and a backpack con-
taining the computer and power supply. Mo-
tors providing movement at hips, knees and 
ankles allow the user to sit, stand, turn and 
walk. The user commands the device with 
a wireless remote control worn on the wrist.

To assess safety and effectiveness of Re-
Walk, the FDA reviewed clinical data based 
on 30 study participants. The clinical tests 
evaluated the participants’ ability to walk 
various distances and the device’s perfor-
mance on different surfaces, slight slopes, 
and in areas where jostling might occur. 

Risks included pressure sores, bruising or 
abrasions, falls and associated injuries, and 
diastolic hypertension during use. [US FDA 
Press Anouncement, June 26, 2014]

In addition to the ability to stand and 
walk independently, different clinical stud-
ies suggested potential improvements in 
cardiovascular health, loss of fat tissue, 
building of lean muscle mass, and improved 
bowel function. 

The National Spinal Cord Injury Statisti-
cal Center estimates approximately 12,000 
new cases of spinal cord injury (SCI) in the 
US each year. 

“Along with physical therapy and training 
and assistance from a caregiver, [individuals 
with SCI] may be able to use these devices 
to walk again in their homes and in their 

Reports by Médicins Sans Frontières suggest that millions of people around the world 
cannot afford latest, most effective HIV therapies.

communities,” concluded Christy Foreman, 
director of the Office of Device Evaluation, at 
the FDA’s Center for Devices and Radiologi-
cal Health. AK 
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CHUAH SU PING 

Singapore medical oncologist Dr. Wong 

Seng Weng, medical director and con-

sultant specialist in medical oncology at The 

Cancer Centre, recently published a cancer re-

source book for patients – Cancer Cancel: Live 

Right and Eat Well – in collaboration with award- 

winning chef Mr. Eric Teo.

The book addresses common patient ques-

tions on cancer, from the causes of cancer to 

diagnosis and treatment, in a simple-to-under-

stand yet factual manner. 

“This book is about all the different aspects 

of cancer, but written in a way that is very easy 

to read,” said Wong. “It makes generous use 

of metaphors and analogies in order to convert 

very dry concepts into something people can re-

late to in daily life.

“The other unique thing about this book is that 

incorporates many patient stories and experienc-

es, which adds 

a human face 

to what is other-

wise rather dry 

scientific facts,” 

Wong noted.  

The last part 

of the book con-

tains recipes by 

Teo, which were 

concocted with 

cancer patients in mind. 

“These easy and interesting recipes incorpo-

rate fresh, nutritious ingredients which are easy 

to obtain; and in some of the recipes, we came 

up with ways to incorporate nutritional supple-

ments which patients undergoing cancer treat-

ment may require,” said Wong. 

Cancer Cancel is available at Popular book-

stores in Singapore and is written in both English  

and Mandarin.   

Medical oncologist, top chef team 
up to publish novel cancer resource 
book for patients


