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Universities Allied for Essential Medicines

S.4040, “Public Research in the Public Interest Act” Background Paper

The Problem

Each year, millions of people in low- and middle-income countries needlessly suffer from preventable and treatable diseases because they lack access to life-saving medicines.  

Universities have a critical role to play in delivering affordable medicines to the sick and suffering worldwide.  Universities are dedicated to the creation and dissemination of knowledge in the public interest. Today, pharmaceutical companies increasingly rely on discoveries made in campus laboratories with the support of federal funds. As a result, universities wield substantial leverage when it comes to setting the licensing terms for the drugs developed by their researchers. 


Paul Farmer, world-famous for his path-breaking treatment project in Haiti; Judge Edwin Cameron of the South African Supreme Court; Sir John Sulston, British Nobel Laureate in Medicine; and numerous other health-policy luminaries have joined to call on universities to act. Unfortunately, to date, this call has gone largely unheeded.

Congress Must Act

At present, universities face a classic collective action problem that invites a thoughtful legislative solution. As they consider adopting humanitarian licensing terms, no individual university has been willing to take the lead for fear of losing valuable pharmaceutical deals to its less committed peers. 

Congress can solve this collective action problem by adopting the Public Research for the Public Interest Act, which would require humanitarian licensing of essential medicines as a condition for receipt of federal research funding.

How it works
The mandated humanitarian licensing terms would allow generic manufacturers in the United States or abroad to supply drugs developed at federally-funded institutions in eligible low- and middle-income countries at affordable prices.  Because these licensing terms encourage the introduction of reduced-price drugs only in markets too poor to otherwise afford them, its terms do not threaten intellectual property, corporate investments, or profits in wealthy nations. Moreover, under the proposal, both pharmaceutical companies and universities would receive royalties from the sale of generics in developing markets.


According to the WHO, 10 million people die every year who could be saved by existing drugs.





2.8 million died last year of AIDS.








15 of the 21 drugs with the greatest therapeutic impact were derived from federally funded projects at academic centers, according to a 2000 Senate Report.








This legislation would ensure that public funds serve truly public purposes,


delivering immense human benefits 


at little cost to American taxpayers, universities, or pharmaceutical companies.











