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The Antarctic Treaty was agreed in 1959 during the cold
war, an earlier period of severe international tensions. But
ithappened, in part, because countries chose to pull back
on their competitive ambitions as scientific research on
the continentbegantoaccelerate. It shows theimportance
of research to peace-building, and provides hope — even
inthe current dark times — that the Arctic’s peoples could
secure a more sustainable future.

Vaccine confidence
needs radical
transparency

Public trustin a potential COVID-19 vaccine
is low. Drug companies and their academic
partners must disclose protocols and results.

s clinical trials get under way for COVID-19
vaccines, aworryingly high number of people
around theworld are saying they don’t planto
getinoculated —anactthat could putthemin
harm’s way and delay the end of the pandemic.

Concerns about approvals being rushed, suspicion of
the pharmaceutical industry and a pandemic of vaccine
misinformation are combining to erode the public’s trust
in the process by which vaccines are approved for use.

And fears of political interference are not helping. In
the United States, President Donald Trump hasrepeatedly
contradicted public-health experts by saying thatavaccine
could be available by the November presidential election
— prompting concerns that his administration could put
pressure on regulators to approve a vaccine before data
show that it is effective and safe. Similar concerns have
dogged the rapid approval of vaccines for clinical use in
China and Russia.

The pharmaceuticalindustry in particular mustdo more
tobuild and maintain vaccine confidence. Aswereportina
News story on page 16, companies are in talks on this very
question. They, and their academic partners, must agree to
ahigher standard of transparency in their communication
of the process and reporting of clinical trials.

In early September, a multi-country clinical trial of
aleading vaccine candidate that is being developed by
AstraZenecaand the University of Oxford, UK, was paused
whileresearchers evaluated a possible safety risk affecting
one of its participants. Pauses are not uncommon in such
trials; it’s asign that investigators are following safety pro-
tocolsstrictly. That's reassuring, considering the pressure
scientists are under to test this vaccine rapidly.

But the fact that the trial’s leaders chose not to engage
with questions from researchers, reporters and members
ofthe publicisaddingto safety concerns. Although the trial
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Trial
participants
put their
health at

risk to help
further
research that
canbenefit
society
atlarge.”

has been restarted in Brazil, South Africa and the United
Kingdom, it remains on hold in the United States.

Confidentiality is important in a trial. Participants’ pri-
vacy needs to be respected, and prematurely releasing
some information could bias investigators while a trial
isongoing.

Butthere are fewer good reasons to keep other informa-
tionsecret. For example, pharmaceutical companies tend
notto publish the details —known as protocols —of howa
trial is to be conducted and assessed. And in some cases,
they do not release actual clinical trial results.

Making protocols and results public allows research-
ersindependent of the trial to assess the data, and verify
reported results and claims. It also enables researchers
to use the data in new ways, which could prompt further
studies. This maximizes the benefits of a clinical trial for
society, not only resulting in a more transparent evalua-
tion of the therapy being tested, but potentially leading
to better vaccines in the long run.

Companies counter that such details can reveal crucial
informationto their competitors. But they must find a way
to balance this with their responsibility to study partici-
pants, without whom there would be no trials. Participants
might hope to benefit from a trial themselves, but they
also put their health at risk to help further research that
canbenefit society atlarge. The best way to maximize the
chancesof achieving this objectiveis to openthe trial pro-
tocol and results to scrutiny.

In response to these arguments and pressure from
researchers, the drug companies seem to be listening.
FirstModerna, Pfizer and AstraZeneca, and then, last week,
Johnson & Johnson and its partners, have made public
clinical-trial protocols for vaccine candidates that are in
phaselll clinical trials — each involving tens of thousands
of participants. The details in these protocols show how
the effectiveness of these vaccines will be evaluated; the
possible timing of results; and what criteria could be used
to haltatrial early, if a vaccine clearly works.

Such openness is likely to continue for COVID-19 vac-
cines during the pandemic. But it cannot end with this
virus. Future trials need transparency, too.

Those running vaccine trials and studies of potential
COVID-19 treatments must consider how to change. It
should be possible for clinical-trial sponsors to be more
transparent, not only with protocols, but also with data
gleaned from trials. The question is how to do this.

History has shown that once public trustin vaccines has
been compromised it is difficult to win back — and that
distrust in one vaccine can fuel concerns about others.
People wary of a COVID-19 vaccine might be less likely to get
vaccinated against other ailments, fuelling the vaccine-hes-
itancy movement that has already led to dangerous resur-
gences of diseases such as measles that were once largely
contained. The causes of vaccine hesitancy are complex.
But delays and reluctance in communicating results, or
outright secrecy, do not help. Researchers, publishers,
regulators, policymakers — and especially pharmaceutical
companies — need to accept this if we are to succeed in
quickly disrupting the path of the pandemic.
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