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The Covid-19 pandemic has not 

yet been tamed. New vaccines 

and drugs are needed to cope 
with the variants. Who will 

produce them? At what price? 
With what distribution policy?  

Governments have supported 

public research for decades, 

from the National Institutes of 

Health (NIH) of Fauci in the US 

to Oxford University. But then 
they delegated to very few 

companies the development, 

patenting, production and 
commercialization.  

This oligopoly got huge 

subsidies (about $18 billion 

from Trump) and de-risking 

with pre-purchases. It is 
amassing inordinate financial 

rents and announcing sky-high 

prices for upcoming boosters 

and antiviral drugs, with profit 

margins that no "normal" 
company in competitive 

markets can even dream of. 

Biden signed a $3.2 billion 

contract with Pfizer: 105 million 

doses at $30, price increased by 
more than 50 percent. An option 

for another 195 million doses 

will bring Pfizer's Covid-19 

revenues to $33.6 billion. 

Independent studies (Imperial 

College, London; Light and 
Lexchin, Journal of the Royal 

Society of Medicine) estimate 

the cost of an mRNA vaccine 

dose at between $1.20 and $3. 

The gross profit margin is 
perhaps 900 percent.  

Is this really how we will ensure 
the health of the planet and 

equality of access to care in the 

coming decades? The Inequality 

and Diversity Forum and a 

report by an international group 

of experts for the European 
Parliament make an alternative 

proposal. To create in Europe a 

large, non-profit, supranational 

public infrastructure, a 

biomedical “CERN” that would 
make vaccines, drugs, 

diagnostic tests and other 

innovations available to 
governments.  

The idea is to entrust the 

international scientific 

community, through a public 

consultation procedure, with the 
indication of priorities for a 

strategy on drugs, with at least a 

20-year horizon, also 

considering WHO 

recommendations. Through a 
treaty between States, promoted 

by the European Union but open 

to the United Kingdom, 

Switzerland and others, a 

supranational public 

infrastructure is established with 
a central hub and federated 

offices in several countries. This 

is already the model of the 

European Molecular Biology 

Laboratory (EMBL): 27 
member states, headquarters in 

Heidelberg (Germany) and sites 

in Barcelona, Grenoble, 

Hamburg, Rome, Hinxton (UK). 

This is about scaling up. EMBL, 
with 1,800 employees and 110 

research groups, does basic 

research and has a budget of 350 

million euros. NIH's highly 

diversified intramural program, 
with 5200 researchers, 4000 

young postdocs, housed in fifty 

buildings on the Bethesda 

campus (including a research 

hospital), and branch offices, 

has an annual budget of $4.2 

billion (another $36 billion 
supports thousands of university 

projects). NIH, with 

contributions from 26 Nobel 

laureates, has devised half of the 

vaccines approved in the U.S. 
(including papilloma virus, 

hepatitis A, rotavirus). So 

excellent non-profit biomedical 
innovation can be done.  

All the potential is there in 

Europe; critical mass is lacking. 

The way forward is to focus 

resources on a public mission. 
That is the way for example of 

the European Space Agency 

(ESA). If it can be done for 

space, particle physics, 

molecular biology, it can be 
done for vaccines and drugs.  

This will be discussed on 28 

September at the European 
Parliament (STOA) at a 

conference attended by the 

European Commission, EMBL,  

NIH, industry representatives 

and experts. The study 
“European pharmaceutical 

research and development: 

Could public infrastructure 

overcome market failures?” is 

available online. Starting today, 

an open letter to EU institutions 
and governments, promoted by 

the Inequalities and Diversity 

Forum, on whose website it will 

be published, and signed by, 

among others, Silvio Garattini 
and Giuseppe Remuzzi, of the 

"Mario Negri" Institute for 

Pharmacological Research, as 

well as associations and experts. 
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