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The AIDS Institute at the University of 
Hong Kong (HKU) recently received 
a US$100,000 grant from the Bill and 

Melinda Gates Foundation for research 
focusing on a new HIV vaccine.

The research project, conducted by 
Institute Director, Dr. Zhiwei Chen, was 
awarded one of the 104 grants in the 
first funding round of Grand Challenges 
Explorations, a US$ 100 million initiative to 
explore novel solutions for health challenges 
in developing countries. 

Grand Challenges Explorations relies 
on a streamlined application process, with 
applications limited to two pages and no 
requirement for preliminary data. Grant 
decisions are announced within 3 months.

“This is one of the most important 
research grants we have received since 
the establishment of our AIDS Institute in 
November 2007. The funding will allow us 
to conduct innovative research projects on 
AIDS vaccine immediately,” commented 
Chen. 

His proof-of-concept study, conducted 
in a Macaque monkey model, will evaluate 
a new type of HIV vaccine which can induce 
neutralizing antibodies against HIV-1. 

“The approach we have proposed has 
not been previously studied, and no papers 
have been published using this approach. 
We focus on the induction of protective 
immune responses to block the entry of HIV 

into target cells.  We plan to study why HIV 
and SIV [simian immunodeficiency virus] 
use CCR5 as a major co-receptor for infection 
despite an over 40 percent difference in viral 
envelope.  The findings will lead to a new 
vaccine,” he explained.

According to Chen, the main barrier to 
developing an HIV vaccine lies in the high 
variability of HIV, which easily generates 
immune escape mutants. “Furthermore, it is 
very hard to induce cross-reactive neutral-
izing antibodies based on HIV immunogen 
design, and there is no proper HIV animal 
model for vaccine testing,” he pointed out. 

Currently, there are several phase I and 

II trials of HIV vaccines, and data from 
an ongoing efficacy trial are expected in 
2009. “However, it’s a long process. In my 
personal experience, it took us over 8 years 
to bring two HIV vaccines to the end of 
phase I trials. For a commercially available 
vaccine, it still requires years of efforts,” 
estimated Chen. Since his appointment as 
Director of HKU’s AIDS Institute, Chen has 
obtained two other research grants form 
the US national Institute of Health (NIH). 
Previously, he was an Assistant Professor at 
the Aaron Diamond AIDS Research Center, 
Rockefeller University, New York, US, 
working in the laboratory of Dr. David Ho. 

Ho, who discovered the dynamic nature of 
HIV replication in vivo back in the 1990s, is 
best known for the development of HAART 
(highly active anti-retroviral therapy), which 
controls HIV replication. Ho is also Honorary 
Director of the AIDS Institute at HKU. 

“We are very pleased that the Gates 
Foundation has made the financial 
commitment to support our AIDS vaccine 
research at HKU. This award also indicates 
that our research is recognized at the 
international level,” remarked Professor 
Lap-Chee Tsui, HKU’s Vice-Chancellor and 
President.  

Chen stressed that until an HIV vaccine 
or a therapeutic cure for AIDS becomes 
available, it is necessary to strengthen the 
preventive measures and to promote the 
availability of best therapeutic drugs to all 
AIDS patients to reduce mortality and HIV 
transmission. “In addition, governments 
and other organizations must increase 
research funding to help find solutions to 
end the AIDS epidemic,” he said. “Providing 
sufficient resources for protecting young 
people is also a priority, because about 40 
to 50 percent of newly infected persons 
worldwide are between 15 and 25 years of 
age.” 

Gates Foundation grant to boost 
HIV research at HKU

In the face of rising prevalence of over-
weight and obesity among older Chinese, 

the ‘cult of thinness’ propagated by Western 
culture may account for the relative resil-
ience of young and adult urban women to 
the increasing trend of obesity, experts say.

Findings from a current study by the 
George Institute for International Health 
have indicated a greater rise in the preva-
lence of overweight and obesity in the past 
decade in rural areas than in big cities, and 
among men compared with women.

“Part of the explanation for the obe-
sity epidemic in China may have its roots 
in the prevailing social attitudes towards 
body fatness,” said Professor Yangfeng Wu,  

Director of the George Institute, China. “In 
Chinese culture, there is still a widespread 
belief that excess body fat represents health 
and prosperity. This is perhaps a conse-
quence of China’s recent history, where  
exposure to famine and chronic malnu-
trition were responsible for the deaths of  
millions of individuals in the past 200 
years. This attitude may partly explain the 
increased prevalence of overweight and  
obesity among older Chinese in both rural 
and urban areas in China.”

Other factors contributing to the surge 
in overweight in the mainland are dietary 
changes, increasing ownership of motorized 
vehicles and the trend of urbanization, which 
makes it more difficult to find safe places for 
walking or exercise in residential areas.

“Recent data from China indicate that 
energy intake from animal sources has in-
creased threefold from 8 percent in 1982 to 
25 percent in 2002. Moreover, the average 
intake of dietary fat is 35 percent, which is 
comparable to that in Western populations 
and significantly greater than the 30 percent 
recommended by the WHO,” remarked Wu.  

“We have demonstrated that the risk 
factors are the same in China as in devel-
oped countries, but the solutions must  
be specific to China because the risk factors 
are rooted in its unique culture, economy,  
social and political environment and  
public health system,” he suggested. “My 
greatest interest lies in finding the practical 
solutions that will suit China’s specific cir-

cumstances – they should be effective, cheap 
and easy to use.” 

The George Institute is an Australia-
based, non-profit institution engaged in 
health research, and applying this research 
to health policy and practice. With a focus 
on the low- and middle-income countries 
of Asia, the Institute also has operations in 
China and India. – NR 

The 2008/09 Government Influenza 
Vaccination Program (GIVP), which 

provides free vaccination to target groups 
considered at high risk of contracting the 
infection, has commenced last month.

This season’s recommended vaccine 
for the northern hemisphere comprises  
A/Brisbane/59/2007 (H1N1)-like virus, 
A/Brisbane/10/2007 (H3N2)-like virus 
and B/Florida/4/2006-like virus. 

Beyond the target groups recommend-
ed last year, the Center for Health Pro-
tection (CHP) had expanded the recom-
mendation to vaccinate children aged 
from 2 to 5 years because of their higher 
hospitalization rate compared with the 
general population. A CHP spokesman 
said a total of 300,000 doses of vaccine  
had been ordered for the current GIVP, 

which would last until 31 March 2009.
The following population groups will  

receive free vaccination under the GIVP:
 Elderly persons living in residential care 1. 
homes;
 Long-stay residents of institutions for 2. 
the disabled;
 Elderly persons aged 65 years or above;3. 
Persons with chronic illnesses;4. 
Health care workers;5. 
Poultry workers;6. 
Children aged from 6 to 23 months; 7. 
Pregnant women; and 8. 
Dhildren aged 2 to 5 years.9. 

“People not included in the GIVP who 
wish to get vaccinated for personal pro-
tection should contact their doctors,” the 
spokesman said. – NR 

Western ‘cult of thinness’ not all bad for China

Flu vaccination under wayThe solutions must be 
specific to China... they 

should be effective, cheap 
and easy to use

‘‘

Dr. Chen

In China, excess body fat represents health 
and prosperity
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