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Airbus flies into €3bn funding crisis over the A350

by Russell Hotten

EUROPEAN aircraft giant Airbus
may have to ask European gov-
ernments for another €3bn
($3.7bn, £2bn) in launch aid as
it rethinks plans for its new A350
aircraft. Such a move would
spark another trade row with the
United States and has raised ten-
sioris between it and its parent
company EADS.

Airbus hopes to unveil the
blueprint for the A350, its rival
to Boeing’s new Dreamliner, at

the UK’s Farnboroigh air show;,
in July, but disagreements over
the way forward are already
emerging.

Problems with the A350 have
led to renewed friction between
executives at Airbus and EADS,
leading one analyst on Friday to
describe it as a “return to the bad
old days”.

Potential customers have given
a cool reception to initial designs
for the A350, telling Airbus that
it needs to be more radical to
compete with Boeing’s new 787

Dreamliner. The A350 is based
on the successful A330, but
potential buyers, thought to
include Singapore Airlines and
the leasing company IFLC, have
warned that it needs to be far
better to challenge Boeing’s
Dreamliner.

Modelling the A350 on
another aircraft would keep
research and development costs
to about €2-€3bn, but Airbus
would need to at least double
that to produce an all-new plane.

An increase in spending on the

A350 would mean the company
having to call on European gov-
ernments for greater launch aid,
an issue that previously sparked
a trade dispute with the US.

Although Airbus has not yet
formally agreed to overhaul
designs for the long-haul aircraft,
sources at the Toulouse-based
company, and at EADS, said this
was now inevitable.

Boeing, and political support-
ers in Washington, have long
complained about alleged sub-
sidies for Airbus, and any appeal

for A350 launch aid will fuel
another row.

Asked about the A350 at last
week’s Berlin Air Show, Néel
Forgeard, co-chief executive of
EADS, spoke of a “growth crisis”
at Airbus and the need to
improve industrial methods,
which served to increase tensions
between EADS and Airbus

At the weekend, in an apparent
sideswipe at Forgeard, Gustav
Humbert, who replaced him as
chief executive of Airbus, hit back.
Humbert said it was a “remark-

able concession” by Forgeard,
“which should make life easier in
the future.” Both companies att-
empted to play down any dis-
agreement as a “storm in a tea
cup; it was just a phrase out of
turn”. In a German newspaper
interview this weekend, Forgeard
claimed he had an excellent work-
ing relationship with Humbert.
The Franco-German EADS has
a history of tension with Airbus,
something which a management
shake-up at the companies last
year was supposed to address.

Employers
to foot bill
In pensions

shake-up

by Fraser Neison
Porruca. Ebiror

EMPLOYERS are to be com-
pelled to contribute to a new

blueprint, where 480 are offered
by the government including 33
foreign groups. But the money
will stay with the employee and
can be inherited ubon death.

should have the same right to
opt out of the scheme depend-
ing on circumstances,” it said.

Ministers are considering
measures to cushion the blow.

UK PUBLIC SPENDING SWIRLS MORE OUT OF KILTER

COLUMN SEVEN
The circular
reasoning
scandal of
HIV testing

by Neville Hodgkinson

IT WAS an icon of compassion, a sign you cared. To
wear the red ribbon meant to express solidarity with
HIV/Aids victims everywhere. It signified you knew
the importance of antiviral drugs and HIV testing,
Aids awareness and condoms - and of the urgent
need for a vaccine.

In contrast, if you cast doubt on the ever-bur-
geoning and massaged HIV/Aids statistics; or sug-
gested the billions raised for HIV research and
treatment might be better spent on established med-
icines and in fighting poverty; or - perish the thought
~if you questioned the theory that Aids is caused by
a sexually transmitted virus, you lost your right to
be considered a sensible and decent member of the
human race. You were a “denialist”, a “pariah”, a “flat-
earther”, a “crackpot”. Even if you were a leading sci-
entist, your funds would disappear and your ability
to publish in mainstream journals reduced to zero.

Today, whether it is frightening the residents of a
Cornish town with a cluster of purported infections,
or causing the former head of South Africa’s National
Aids Council to apologise for having unprotected sex
with an HIV-positive Aids activist, or enabling U2
front-man Bono to edit an issue of the Independent
newspaper dominated by impassioned accounts of
Africa's HIV/Aids plight, the virus that has held such
sway in the popular mind for more than 20 years is
still never long out of the news. It is now very big
business: American Express, Motorola, Gap, Con-
verse and Armani
are among the cor-
porate giants sup-
porting Bono’s RED
campaign promot-
ing special products
to raise funds for
Aids in Africa.

But unreported in
Bono’s Independent
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pelled to contribute to a new
state-run employee pension
scheme modelled on Sweden’s
system, under plans to be
announced this week by John
Hutton, the UK’s Work & Pen-
sions Secretary.

The White Paper on pension
reform will propose a National
Pension Saving Scheme (NPSS)
where employees will be given
a choice of funds, in varying
degrees of risk, and willbe able
to manage their own retirement
fund within the state system.

But business groups were
warning of salary freezes and
job losses, as smaller compa-
nies that offer no pension
scheme would be hard-pressed
to pay the expected employee
charge of 3% of salary.

Hutton is to adopt most of
the recommendations from
Lord Turner’s Pension Com-
mission, including the NPSS.
But it may be later renamed and
is “explicitly modelled on what
happens in Sweden”, according
to a senior government source.

Workers who have no occu-
pational scheme will be ableto
pay in 5% of their salary, and
will be given a small choice of
funds — with varying degrees
of risk. They may choose more
than one and can switch funds
as often as they like.

The choice of funds is much
narrower than the Swedish
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TForcigh groups. But the money
will stay with the employee and
can be inherited upon death.

The White Paper is expected
to accept most of Lord Turner’s
recommendations and confirm
the state pension age will be
raised steadily, from 2030, along
with life expectancy, and that the
state pension amount will be
linked to earnings from 2012.

Stephen Timims, the then pen-
sions minister, had issued what
he said was a “challenge” to the
pensions industry to “come for-
ward and present an alternative
model” if they objected to the
costs of the NPSS. The Associa-
tion of British Insurers put for-
ward rival schemes.

But The Business understands
none of these has impressed
Hutton, mainly as they retained
substantial roles for the finan-
cial management industry and
were deemed too expensive to
run. They are expected to be
ruled out next week.

Donald Duval, chief actuary
at Aon Consulting, said: “The
biggest economic impact of this
is that it increases labour costs.
That is where the biggest impact
Ties and where the biggest polit-
ical sensitivities lie.” Small firms,
he added, are likely to protest.

The British Chambers of
Commerce said it remains
“strongly opposed” to the idea.
“Businesses continue to tell us
that they would have to freeze
salaries, freeze investment and
lay off much-needed staff,” said
David Frost, the BCC's director-
general.

The CBI said it had hoped for
an alternative to NPSS after
Timms’s challenge last Decem-
ber. It stressed that employment
could be damaged. “Employers

615 entertainment channels available daily fo Auckland, Christch

ing on circumstances,” it said.

Ministers are considering
measures to cushion the blow,
including a full subsidy of the
employers’ part of NPSS con-
tributions for five years if the
company has fewer than 50
employees. Employers are
always at liberty to offer their
own rival pension scheme.

Which?; the consumers’ asso-
ciation, is lobbying for personal
pension accounts, saying it will
“restore trust and confidence in
the pension system and provide
the oppertunity for collective
consiumer power to harness the’
power of capital markets”.

The White Paper comes after
a bitter struggle in the heart of
government. Gordon Brown,
the Chancellor, is opposed to
linking the basic state pension
to earnings and believes gov-
ernment aid should be reserved
for the poorest, not everyone.

But Prime Minister Tony Blair
and Hutton persuaded him to
back down a fortnight ago,
although the link is notdue to be
restored until 2012.

The Swedish system, com-
pleted in 1998, introduced a
“premium pension”, which
exists on top of the basic state
guaranteed retirement income.
It diverts 2.5% of a worker’s
income into various notional
accounts. The system is admin-
istered in Stockholm by 220
employees, keeping running
costs low.

But British ministers propose
to have fewer than a dozen
funds, pointing out that most
Swedes now choose the state
default pension fund, which has
been a strong performer and is
ot risk-averse and has a tenth
of its assets in hedge funds.

Brown spends 22% more on
the Scots than on the English

by Allister Heath

— .

PUBLIC spending per person in
Scotland will be 22.2% higher

than in England and 40.9% higher -

than in the east of England this
year, official figures published by
Chancellor Gordon Brown reveal
this weekend.

The share of the state in
regional economies will also reach
a record high across the country,
according to an analysis of the offi-
cial statistics.

Spending per person in North-
ern Ireland was £8,898 (€13,137,
$16,783), £8,096 in Scotland,
£7,509 in Wales and £6,623 inEng-
land in 2005-06. The English
regions also have very different
Tevels of spending, with £7,873 per
person in London, £7,531 in the
north-east, £7,217 in the north-
west, £6,690 in Yorkshire and
Humberside, £6,539 in the West
Midlands, £6,205 in the south-
west, £6,120 in the East Midlands,
£5,837 in the south-east, and
£5,744 in the eastern region.

The figures will fuel fears that
Brown’s public sector spending
binge is failing to achieve better
health-care, education or life
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expectancy as there is no positive
relationship between regional lev-
els of public spending and out-
comes. They will also confirm that
most of Britain is now even more
dependent on government spend-
ing than social-democratic coun-
tries such as France but that the
southern tip of England is less
dependent on state handouts than
almost all other rich economies.
Government spending as a
share of gross domestic product
(GDP) in north-east England was
58.1%, in the north-west 50.4%,
in Scotland 51.1%, Wales 59.3%
and Northern Ireland an aston-
ishing 66.2% of GDP, according to
an analysis of the 2004-05 figures
by Williams de Broé. It is only
31.3% in the east and south-east
and 36.8% in London, but those

ify as possessing the second low-
est public expenditure burden in
the OECD after South Korea, Wales
exceeds Sweden’s record of 57.2%
by 2 percentage points and North-
ern Ireland overshoots it by 9 per-
centage points. If London, the
south-east and the east are treated
as one, their combined govern-
ment expenditure amounts to
34% of GDP. This is below Ireland,
the US, Switzerland, and Aus-
tralia, all considered low tax-and-
spend economies, and would still
Jeave the London/south-east/east
bloc with the second lowest pub-
lic spending share in the OECD
area, after the 31% recorded in
Korea.

The standard measure of GDP
includes value added tax as part
of economic output, which artifi-

regions pay a disproportit
high tax burden, which is then
spent in the north and the rest of
the UK. David Smith, chief econ-
omist at Williams de Brog, said:
“North-east England, Wales and
Northern Ireland almost qualify
as Potemkin economies, with vir-
tually no ability to stand on their
own two feet.”

South-east England would qual-
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cially red the relative size of
government. If this is stripped out
and a pure measure of GDP is used
instead, government spending in
south-east England amounts to
35.8% of the factor cost measure
of GDP, while the equivalent fig-
ures for Scotland, Wales and
Northern Ireland are 58.5%,
67.9% and 75.8%, respectively,
williams de Broé says.

But unreported in
Bono's Independent
(or in any other edi-
tion of the paper,
which for years has
followed an unques-
tioning line on Aids)
there are signs that
the power of the red ribbon is in serious decline. In
the United States, where respectable opinion has long
held the HIV theory of Aids to be immune to ques-
tioning, a controversial 15-page critique in the influ-
ential Harper’s Magazine has caused culture shock.
As well as detailing a cover-up by government scien-
tists regarding Aids medication trials, the article
approvingly quotes scientists who have argued for
years that HIV is not the cause of Aids.

Meanwhile the Washington Post last month pub-
lished an investigation headlined “How Aids in Africa
was overstated”, arguing that “increasingly dire” and
inaccurate assessments of HIV infection by UNAIDS
(the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/Aids)
had “skewed years of policy judgments and decisions
on where to spend precious healthcare dollars”.

In India, a proposed Red Ribbon Campaign through
the national rail network has been abandoned, fol-
lowing a national convention on HIV in Bangalore
last October attended by more than 1,500 HIV-pos-
itive people where the once-fashionable symbol of
Aids awareness was ceremoniously rejected. In front
of television cameras, a six-foot red ribbon was cut
into pieces as a protest against the “oppressive and
patronising” symbol.

Speakers said there were no similar icons of soli-
darity for people suffering from other diseases. The
ribbor's connotations that “HIV=Aids=Death” - the
scientific orthodoxy subscribed to by UN agencies,
pharmaceutical interests and thousands of activists
around the world — was said to further the isolation,
discrimination and sense of doom suffered as a result
of an HIV diagnosis. Veena Dhari, the first woman in
India to declare herself HIV-positive, said that when
HIV-positive people see the ribbon “we feel like com-
mitting suicide”. She called onall Aids organisations
to stop using it.

The story appeared on the front pages of newspa-
pers as well as national television in India, where
media have proved more resistant than in most

. Positive assumptions
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Circular reasoning scandal of HIV testing

Continued from page 1

African countries to huge pressures
to conform to international opinion
on HIV/Aids.

Two years ago Richard Holbrooke,
former US Ambassador to the United
Nations and now president of the
Global Business Coalition on
HIV/Aids, an alliance of 200 interna-
tional companies promoting Aids test-
ing, treatment and support, said in
Washington that a major impediment
in dealing with Aids globally was that
many governments — and people -
were still in “a denial phase — they
believe they have no Aids problem”.

Citing India as an example, he said
if it did not change its policies it would
soon have the highest HIV/Aids tally
in the world. By last year that had
already happened, according to
Richard Feacham, head of the Geneva-
based Global Fund to Fight Aids,
Tuberculosis and Malaria, the main
beneficiary of Product RED.

“The epidemic is growing very
rapidly. It is out of control,” Feachem
said in Paris. “There is nothing hap-
pening in India today that is big or
serious enough to prevent it.” India
had to wake up, because without
action, “millions and millions and mil-
lions are going to die.”

That is not the view of Anju Singh
of JACKINDIA, a Delhi-based Aids pol-
icy study group. Singh, chief guest at
the Bangalore convention, told The
Businiess last week that “there are no
reports - not even anecdotal ones —
that reflect visible proof of an epidernic
in this country.” The official estimate
for HIV infections is around 5m; but
a dearth of Aids cases — averaging
10,000 a year over the past 10 years
—suggests that is grossly wrong.

Nor has there been any abnormal
increase in death rates, even in sus-
pected “high-risk groups” such as red
light areas. The Indian government
does not publish data for Aids deaths;
but “questions we got asked in Par-
liament have elicited a cumulative fig-
ure of 1,100”. When UNAIDS
published a figure of 310,000 Aids
deaths in India in 1999 alone, and a
cumulative total of 558,000 Aids
orphans, JACKINDIA challenged them
publicly. Inlate 2001 the figures were
withdrawn - but only after being used
earlier that year to project the state of
the epidemic in India at the UN Gen-
eral Assembly Special Session on
HIV/Aids in New York.

“For years now, agencies like the
CIA, World Bank, UNDP, UNAIDS, a
plethora of NGOs as well as articles
published in respected science jour-
nals have been talking of an explod-
ing epidemic in India, and Africa-like
conditions,” Singh said. “We have con-
sistently challenged the agencies that
claim India is underplaying figures
and is in denial; none of them has been
able to provide any alternative data
or evidence to substantiate their
claims.”

The iconoclastic Harper’s article,
entitled Out of Control: Aids and the
Corruption of Medical Science, has
sparked intense debate. Greeted by
a chorus of condemnation and calls
for the resignation of Harper’s edi-
tor, it has nevertheless found many
defenders. It was written by Celia
Farber, a journalist and long-stand-
ing critic of the science surrounding
the HIV theory.

In an editorial, the Columbia Jour-
nalism Review accused the magazine
of “racing right over a cliff” in pub-
lishing Farber. A blog called New Aids
Rev1ew responded that the editorial

“a poor specimen of what jour-
nallsm students are learning at one of
the great universities”, adding that the
author would do better to write a the-
sis on The Media in Aids: How Jour-
nalists Failed the American Public.

But even some long-standing
HIV/Aids activists have admitted
themselves shaken by the facts Farber
set out about the lethal potential of
some antviral drugs; and the contro-
versy has also taken the lid off a claim
made repeatedly in response to

“HIV” antigens are defined not

on the basis of being shown to
‘belong to HIV, but that they react
“with antibodies in Aids patients.

Aids patients are diagnosed
HIV-positive on the basis that
they have antibodies which react
with those same antigens.

When the test
itself is a failure

in May 2004, The Business ran a two-part

report the fiawed

; (”L{\—"\;u '7\. T
h “”h‘v anl 1%
'test may not
/provide proof

behind commercially avallable HIV hstlnq
kits. it conciuded that the only viable use
for these kits Is to screen biood supplies

positive at all

The critical ﬂm\ in

attempts to reopen debate on the
causes of Aids, that only a handful of
scientists question the orthodox view.

Thanks to the internet, an associa-
tion started 14 years ago to press for
ascientific reappraisal of the HIV/Aids
hypothesis now lists more than 2,300
public dissenters, indluding Nobel Lau-
reates in chemistry and medicine on
its website (http://rethinkaids.info/
quotes/rethinkers.htm). Many have
advanced degrees in the sciences and
medicine as well as direct experience
of working in the public health sector
in Africa and other supposedly HIV-
ravaged parts of the world.

One of these is Dr Rebecca Culshaw,
assistant professor of mathematics at
the University of Texas, a mathemat-
ical biologist who for 10 years stud-
ied and published models of HIV
disease and treatment. In an internet
posting entitled Why I Quit HIV, Cul-
shaw calls for a ban on HIV tests. She
says they do “immeasurably more
harm than good” because of an
“astounding” lack of specificity and
standardisation; she adds that many
people are being treated with drugs
on the basis of an insupportable the-
ory. “My work has been built in large
parton the paradigm that HIV causes
Aids and I have since come to realise
that there is good evidence that the
entire basis for this theory is wrong.”

In Australia, the idea that anyone
can be diagnosed as infected with HIV
isto face a court challenge. Ina hear-
ing set down for July, the lawyer for
a man found guilty of endangering
the lives of three women through hav-
ing unprotected sex (one woman has

tested positive, while the other two
are negative) is to call evidence from
a Perth-based group of scientists who
during nearly 25 years researching the
scientfic literature on Aids have come
to an even more radical conclusion
than the American dissenters quoted
in Harper’s. The group (www.thep-
erthgroup.com) will testify that “HIV”

* has never been isolated from the tis-

sues of Aids patients; and that in con-
sequence the HIV test has never been
validated and there is no proof HIV is
transmitted sexually.

Dr Robert Gallo, the American gov-
ernment researcher whose team
developed and marketed the first test
kits, says in a letter in this month’s
Harper’s that “no test in medicine is
perfect, but done correctly and with
a confirmatory second test, the HIV
blood test developed in our labora-
tory comes close”. Gallo and others,
including activists promoting anti-viral
drugs in South Africa, make similar
assertions in their rebuttal of Farber’s
article stating that: “HIV tests were
highly accurate from the time they
were developed in 1984 and have
become much more accurate over
time as the underlying technology has
evolved. HIV tests are among the most
accurate available in medical science.”

In fact, as demonstrated in a two-
part investigation published in The
Business in May 2004 (see panel),
experts have known since the early
years of Aids that “HIV” test kits could
not be used to diagnose Aids. Dele-
gates at a World Health Organisation
meeting in Geneva in 1986 heard that
the kits were licensed to protect blood

and plasma donations, not as a screen
for Aids or people at risk of Aids. But,
dictated by public health needs, usage
had expanded and “it was simply not
practical” to stop this, as Dr Thomas
Zuck, of the US Food and Drug Admin-
istration, put it.

The 100 experts from 34 countries
heard that, though the tests were use-
ful in safeguarding blood supplies,
something more was needed to dis-
tinguish genuine infection with HIV.
DrJames Allen, of the US Centres for
Disease Control Aids programme, said
studies suggested some people were
reacting to components of the cell line
used to grow HIV for many of the test
kits licensed in America. Other reac-
tions occurred because of antibodies
to normal cell proteins, naturally
occurring in the body. Allen warned
that the problems could be magnified
in areas of the world that did not have
the sophisticated facilities of America.

The meeting was told that a so-
called “confirmatory test”, called
western blot, relied on the same prin-
ciple as the test kits it was supposed
to be checking and so was liable to
the same kind of false-positive reac-
tions. Subsequent research has repeat-
edly confirmed this problem: more
than 60 conditions that cause such
false-positives have been docu-
mented. One is tuberculosis, which
produces symptoms of Aids as defined
in Africa and is immensely wide-
spread among impoverished people.

As the HIV/Aids paradigm won
worldwide acceptance, increasingly
complex procedures for trying to make
a reliable diagnosis came into being.

But the basic problem —not being able
to validate any of these procedures
against pure virus taken from patients
— still remains.

Harper's has published pages of let-
ters in the latest (May) issue in
response to Farber’s article, which
appeared in March. Roughly half are
supportive, half against. The first let-
ter is from Culshaw, who writes: “This
debate should have happened long
ago, before an unproven hypothesis
of an immune-destroying retrovirus
was thrust upon a vulnerable public,
and without being thoroughly cri-
tiqued in the scientific literature.
Despite the promises made in 1984,
there is still no cure and no vaccine.
Instead, there has been a fundamen-
tal erosion in scientific and clinical-
trial standards, with implications

‘reaching far beyond HIV.

“To do the best we can for those
affected by Aids - including those in
Africa, where Aids presents a clinical
picture quite different from that in
the developed world - there urgently
needs to be an honest scientific
debate.”

There is an association between test-
ing HIV-positive and risk of develop-
ing Aids. This is the main reason
scientists believe HIV is the cause of
Aids. But the link is artificial, a con-
sequence of the way the test kits were
made.

It never proved possible to validate
the tests by culturing, purifying and
analysing particles of the purported
virus from patients who test positive,
then demonstrating that these are not
present in patients who test negative.

This was despite heroic efforts to make
the virus reveal itself in patients with
Aids or at risk of Aids, in which their
immune cells were stimulated for
weeks in laboratory cultures using a
variety of agents.

After the cells had been activated
in this way, HIV pioneers found some
30 proteins in filtered material that
gathered at a density characteristic of
retroviruses, They attributed some of
these to various parts of the virus. But
they never demonstrated that these
so-called “HIV antigens” belonged to
anew retrovirus. So, out of the 30 pro-
teins, how did they select the ones to
be defined as being from HIV? The
answer is shocking, and goes to the
root of what is probably the biggest
scandal in medical history. They
selected those that were most reactive
with antibodies in blood samples from
Aids patents and those at risk of Aids.

This means “HIV” antigens are
defined as such not on the basis of
being shown to belong to HIV; but on
the basis that they react with antibod-
ies in Aids patients. Aids patients are
thendiagnosed as being infected with
HIV on the basis that they have anti-
bodies which react with those same
antigens. The reasoning is

Gay men leading “fast-track” sex
lives, drug addicts, blood product
recipients and others whose immune
systems are exposed to multiple chal-
lenges and who are at risk of Aids are
much more likely to have raised lev-
els of the antibodies leoked for by the
tests than healthy people - because
the antigens in the tests were chosen
on the basis that they react with anti-
bodies in Aids patients. But this asso-
ciation does not prove the presence of
a lethal new virus.

The tests do discriminate between
healthy blood and the blood of
patients with Aids or Aids-like condi-
tions, because Aids patients suffer a
range of active infections and other
blood abnormalities, some of which
are transmissible. This is why the tests
are useful as a screen for the safety of
blood supplies. But to tell even one
person that they are HIV-infected on
the grounds that they have antibod-
ies that react with the proteins in these
tests is an unwarranted assault.

Neville Hodgkinson is a UK-based jour-
nalist who has been writing about Aids
for 20 years. He is the author of AIDS:
The Failure of Contemporary Sciertce
(Fourth Estate, 1996).




