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CONTRACEPTIVES 

CONTRACEPTIVE TECHNOLOGY 

Panel Wants to Break R&D Barrier 
Sopping sperm prodootion with 
injections of progestkandrogen 

combinations II O" 
Hundreds of millions of couples worldwide 
lack adequate contraception, despite the 
worldwide success of the pill and other mod- 
em contracqxives, and this situation leads to 
over 50 million abortions each year, accord- 
ing to a new report by the U.S. Institute of 
Medicine (IOM). Yet pharmaceutical compa- 
nies have all but abandoned R&D programs 
m this area, forced out by towering political, 
economic, and cultural obstacks. 

Staring at this bleak picture, a 17-member 
IOM panel recommends several ways for the 
U.S. government, inhtry,  and organizations 
already involved in providing population ser- 
vices to break this impasse. They include: 
reforming U S  product liability law, i n c ~ g  
contraceptives in health insurance coverage, 
and pooling contraceptive purchasing funds 
from international health agencies to create a 
large market. These several steps, d e n  to- 
gether, might prod new research efforts, says 
Allan Rosenfield, the dean of the Caiumbia 
University School of Public H& iR New 
York City, chair of the cwanittee &t pro- 
duced the report. But both R d e M :  afsd m- 
side observers acknowledge that most of these 
recommendations will face stiff oppasition. 

Even though dozens of new potmtial drug 
targets for contraceptives have been identi- 
fied in recent years (see tabk), the number of 
major pharmaceutical companies involved 
in contraceptiv-h dmppd from a dozen 
in the 1960s to jlmst four by the mid-1980s. 
C o m m v  officials were worried about enter- 
ing a-ket where safe, effective, aid cheap 
alternatives (such as the pill) &edy exist, 

admit, noting that President Clinton vetoed a 
liability reform bill earlier this year. 

The IOM panel also urges insurance Tm- 
panies to add contraceptives to their stadad 
coverage as a way to boost access and demand. 
But here again, t h e r e c o d o n  is likely to 
encounter opposition, says Henry Gabelnick, 
director Ot: the Conmceptive Research and 
Development Program in A r l i i n ,  Virginia 
He notes that while covering contraceptives is 
likely to save insurance companies money in 
the long run by reducing costs associated with 
pregnancies, thae companies typidly balk at 
such suggestions for fear of being branded as 
supporting promiscuity. 

Other recommendations are aimed at 
boosting economic incentives for new contra- 
ceptive research. One propsa a joint purchas- 
ing pool for international agencies that distrib- 
ute contraceptives to developing countries- 
such as the U.S. Agency for International De- 
velopment (AID)-in the hope that commit- 
ments to buy large vokumes of contraceptives 
would induce companies to develop low-t 
products. Yet Jeff Spieler, head of research at 
AIDS Office of Population, says that it would 
be hard for agencies with annual budgets to 
make commitments extendmg for several yeas. 
Another avenue the report recommends may 
be less fraught with difficulties: cooperative 
ventures between private foundations, such as 
the Consortium for Industrial Collabration 
in Contraceptive Research, whose grants to 
researchers are matched by drug companies. 

Inducing menses with a combination 
of antiprogeslins, wtiestiogens, and 

% b i i  of v e s  inv*eci in 
steroid synthesii 

( areventing sperm passage by 
nodnying mucous secretions from 
~nrical epitheiial cells 

I Preventing sperm maturation by 
0 inhibiting epklidymat fimctbn 

Preventing fedlisation by causing 
sperm cdls to prematurely release 

enzymes that otherwise break through 
the egg's protective coat 

4 nhibiing ovulation using a combina- 
jorr of a nonpeptide gonadotropin- 

, &easing hormone antagonist and 
llfnmones 

9 Preventing feTtilimtion or the 
implantation of a fertilized egg in the 

uterine lining with various vaccines 

While these recommendations may face 
an uphill battle, Rosenfield says the report 
is important to show drug companies the 
massive need and potential market for new 
contraceptives and to underscore the need 
for continued public funding of research in 
the area. The recommendations, Gabelnick 
agrees, can "bring awarems.4 to the public of 
the need for new contraceptives and that 
the private sector can't do it alone." 

-Robert E Service 

MARINE POLLUTION 
where there is a high potential for lawsuits 
~ho~ld-t--~idee&-.-.=dwhe= Science l ntrudes on Brent Spar Saga 
the sale of such products could draw them 
into debates on abortion and appqr&eswd LONDON-T~~~ time last year, the environ- Last week, a panel of scientists passed judg- 
behavior (Science, 2 December 1994, p. 1489). rnmtal group Greenpeace scored a David- ment on Oreenpeace's c h i d  both sides 

So Rosenfield and his colleagues recom- and-Goliath victory over the giant Shell Oil are claiming vindication, 
mend that Congress pass a product liability companyd Greenpeaee activists, playing to a The panel, chaired by -her John 
refarm bill that would shield contraceptive worldwide television audi- Shepherd, director of the 

I 
manufacturers from some liability onceiheir 
product had been approved by the Food and 
Drug Adminiition. ""It would make a fan- 
tastic difference," says Nancy Alexander, who 
heads the contraceptive development branch 
at t h e N a t i d  Institute ofChildHealthand 
Human Development's Center for Popuh- 
tion Research. There really is a reticence on 
the part of industry to develop new contra- 
ceptives," she says, particularly new drugs as 
opposed to barrier devices, because of the 
difXculty of gauging their long-term health 
effects. Yet hapes for such reform in the near 
future are dim, Alexander and Rosenfield 

* "Contraceptive Research and Develop- 
ment: Looking to the Future," Institute of 
Medicine, 1996. 
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tem&ady halted %&sPIan 
to scuttle it in the deep At- 
lantic off the west coast of 
Scotland.-* - 
that the sunken rig-a 141- 
meter-long vertical steel tube 
that had served as a holding 
tank in the North &for 15 
years-would pose a toxic 
kt. The piblicitypmmpted 
a widespread consumer Boy- 
cott of Shell products, par- ^ 

titularly in Germany, as n re- 
sult of which the w m ~ a n v  

Spar, by itself, would have m 
wry small impact on the ma- 
 he environment. "Any ad- 
wetse ~ t s w o u l d b e  c d h e d  
to  the immediate vicinity of 
the wreckage," the repart 
says-an area of only a few 
square k i l o m e t e m  sea- 
floor wildtife d d  recover 
after 2 to 10 years. The only 
realdangeraouldeomehom I 
exotic matads, such as poly- 

. chlorinated biphenyls (ITXk), 
but as She~herd told Science, 

gave up and towed the fjren; w w  -. "Brent  robably ably contains 
Spar to Erfjord in Norway. made 8rent Spar famous. less of these than the average 

SCIENCE VOL. 272 31 MAY 1W6 




