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MOSCOW, Aug 5 (Reuters) - Russia said on Fri-
day it was ready to discuss a prisoner swap with 
the United States in private, a day after a Russian 
court jailed U.S. basketball star Brittney Griner 
for nine years for a drugs offence.

The case against Griner, a two-time Olympic gold 
medallist and Women’s National Basketball Asso-
ciation (WNBA) star, plunged her into the geopo-
litical maelstrom that followed Russia’s sending 
of troops into Ukraine in February.

Advertisement · Scroll to continue
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov said Pres-
ident Vladimir Putin and U.S. President Joe Biden 
had previously agreed on a diplomatic channel 
that should be used to discuss possible prisoner 
exchanges.

“We are ready to discuss this topic, but within 
the framework of the channel that was agreed 
upon by presidents Putin and Biden,” Lavrov said 
during a visit to Cambodia.

“If the Americans decide to once again resort to 
public diplomacy ... that is their business and I 
would even say that it is their problem.”

Biden told reporters at the White House that his 
administration was working to secure Griner’s 
release.

“I’m hopeful. We’re working hard,” he said.

U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken said 
Washington was prepared to engage with Moscow 
through the established diplomatic channels. He 
said Griner’s conviction highlighted her wrongful 
detention by Russia and further compounded the 
injustice that had been done to her.

The Kremlin has remained tight-lipped on the 
prospect of a swap, saying that if prisoner ex-
changes were discussed in the media, they would 
never happen.

“The Americans have already made that mistake, 
suddenly deciding to use megaphone diplomacy 
to resolve these issues,” Kremlin spokesman Dmi-
try Peskov said.

“This is not how they are resolved.”

Peskov declined to comment on the court’s ruling 
on Griner. When asked if she could be pardoned, 
he said that the clemency procedure was coded in 
Russian laws.

Griner’s sentence - which Biden called “unaccept-
able” - could pave the way for a prisoner swap 
that would include the 31-year-old athlete and 
a prolific Russian arms dealer serving a 25-year 

prison term in the United States.

The United States has already made what Blinken 
called a “substantial offer” to secure the release of 
Americans detained in Russia, including Griner and 
former Marine Paul Whelan.

‘A SERIOUS PROPOSAL’
White House national security spokesperson John 
Kirby said after Griner’s sentencing that the United 
States had made Russia a serious proposal.

“We urge them to accept it,” he said. “They should 
have accepted it weeks ago when we first made it.” 
read more

Kirby did not provide further detail on the U.S. 
proposal.

Washington has offered to exchange Russian arms 
trafficker Viktor Bout for Griner and Whelan, 
sources familiar with the situation have told Reu-
ters. read more

Russia had tried to add convicted murderer Vadim 
Krasikov, imprisoned in Germany, to the proposed 
swap, a source familiar with the proceedings also 
told Reuters.

Russia and the United States staged a prisoner swap in 
April, trading former Marine Trevor Reed for Russian 
pilot Konstantin Yaroshenko, who was serving a 20-
year sentence in the United States. read more

Griner was arrested on Feb. 17 at Moscow’s Sheremet-
yevo airport with vape cartridges containing hashish oil 
in her luggage.

The United States argued she was wrongly detained 
and being used as a political bargaining chip by Mos-
cow. Russian officials dismissed the U.S. assertion, 
saying Griner had broken Russian law and should be 
judged accordingly.

Griner, who had been prescribed medical cannabis in 
the United States to relieve pain from chronic injuries, 
said she had made an honest mistake by inadvertently 
packing her vape cartridges as she rushed to make her 
flight.

She pled guilty to the changes against her but insisted 
that she did not intend to break Russian law.

Cannabis is illegal in Russia for both medicinal and 
recreational purposes.
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SHANGHAI, Aug 5 (Reuters) - Sanya, a top tropical holiday destination on 
China’s southern Hainan island, began closing its duty free malls on Friday 
in response to a worsening COVID-19 outbreak.

Since China shut its international borders in early 2020 to curb the spread 
of COVID-19, Hainan’s duty-free industry has boomed, becoming a vital 
channel for global brands from Gucci to Coach, La Mer to L’Oreal to reach 
Chinese shoppers.

But Sanya International Duty Free City in Haitang Bay, run by China Duty 
Free Group (601888.SS) and Hainan’s largest offshore mall, shut for an 
undetermined period on Friday to prevent COVID-19 spreading, a post on 
its Weibo account said.

This closure comes even though no cases in Hainan’s current outbreak have 
been detected in Haitang Bay as yet. While the case numbers in China are 
small compared to the rest of the world, Beijing pursues a “dynamic zero” 
policy that sees it enact harsh curbs to stop any virus transmission.

Health officials in Hainan told a news briefing on Friday that from August 
1 to 5 the cumulative number of local confirmed cases reported in the 
current outbreak was 191.

Entertainment venues, including many bars and cinemas and some tourist 
sites, have also closed to help stem the spread of the virus, although hotels 
remain open and many contacted by Reuters said they were operating as 
usual.

This is the second time duty free malls have been forced to close in Hainan 
in 2022, with the island also seeing closures in April in the wake of another 
outbreak.

“The outbreaks in March and April had a big impact on us,” said a cater-
ing worker at Sanya International Duty Free City who goes by the English 
name Dream.

She added that business had returned to 70 to 80% of last year’s levels prior 
to the latest outbreak.

China’s Sanya holiday hotspot shuts du-
ty-free malls, venues to curb COVID

Editor’s Choice

Former Alaska Governor Sarah Palin speaks. REUTERS/Shelby Tauber

Attendees raise their hands to sing “God Bless America”. REUTERS/Shelby TauberWorkers in protective suits stand on a truck as the city prepares to end the lockdown 
placed to curb the coronavirus outbreak in Shanghai, China. REUTERS/Aly Song

Former U.S. White House 
Chief Strategist Steve Bannon 
talks with CEO of My Pillow 
Mike Lindell. REUTERS/Shel-
by Tauber

Children run holding flags 
during a candlelight vigil on 
Canada’s first National Day 
for Truth and Reconcilia-
tion at Chiefswood Park in 
Ohsweken, Ontario, Canada 
REUTERS/Carlos Osorio

An evacuation convoy travels 

from Russian troop-occupied 

Kupiansk town, along a dam-

aged road, amid Russia’s attack 

on Ukraine, on the outskirts of 

Kharkiv, Ukraine. REUTERS/

Ivan Alvarado
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Dr. Peter Hotez and Dr. Maria Elena Bottazzi of Texas Children’s Hospital and 
Baylor College of Medicine have developed a COVID-19 vaccine that could 
prove beneficial to countries with fewer resources. (Photo/Max Trautner/Texas 
Children’s Hospital)

A vaccine authorized in December for use in India 
may help solve one of the most vexing problems 
in global public health: How to supply lower-in-
come countries with a COVID-19 vaccine that is 
safe, effective and affordable.
The vaccine is called CORBEVAX. It uses old 
but proven vaccine technology and can be manu-
factured far more easily than most, if not all, of the 
COVID-19 vaccines in use today.
“CORBEVAX is a game changer,” says Dr. Keith 
Martin, executive director of the Consortium of 
Universities for Global Health in Washington, 
D.C. “It’s going to enable countries around the 
world, particularly low-income countries, to be 
able to produce these vaccines and distribute them 
in a way that’s going to affordable, effective and 
safe.”
The story of CORBEVAX begins some two de-
cades ago. Peter Hotez and Maria Elena Bottazzi 
were medical researchers at George Washing-
ton University in Washington, D.C., where they 
worked on vaccines and treatments for what are 
called neglected tropical diseases, such as schisto-
somiasis and hookworm.
When a strain of coronavirus known as SARS 
broke out in 2003, they decided to tackle that 
disease. After moving to Houston to affiliate with 
Baylor College of Medicine and the Texas Chil-

dren’s Center for Vaccine Development, they 
created a vaccine candidate using protein sub-
unit technology. This involves using proteins 
from a virus or bacterium that can induce an 
immune response but not cause disease.
“It’s the same technology as the hepatitis B 
vaccine that’s been around for decades,” Hotez 
says.
Their SARS vaccine candidate looked prom-
ising, but then the SARS outbreak petered out. 
No evidence of disease, no need for a vaccine.
When a new strain of coronavirus triggered 
the COVID-19 pandemic, Hotez and Bottazzi 
figured they could dust off their old technology 
and modify it for use against COVID-19. After 
all, the virus causing COVID-19 and the virus 
causing SARS are quite similar.
Hotez says they tried to interest government 
officials in the vaccine, but they weren’t im-
pressed.
“People were so fixated on innovation that 
nobody thought, ‘Hey, maybe we could use a 
low-cost, durable, easy-breezy vaccine that can 
vaccinate the whole world,’ “ Hotez says.
“We really honestly couldn’t get any traction 
in the U.S., but our mission is always to enable 
technologies for low- and middle-income coun-
tries production and use,” Bottazzi recalls.

So they turned to private philanthropies. A ma-
jor donor early on was the JPB Foundation in 
New York.
“The rest were all Texas philanthropies: the 
Kleberg Foundation, the [John S.] Dunn Foun-
dation, Tito’s Vodka,” Hotez says. The MD An-
derson Foundation also chipped in.
“When people say, ‘Why did we move [from 
Washington, D.C.] to Texas?’ Well, we knew 
that this was a great philanthropic environment. 
So this is really very much a Texas vaccine,” al-
though there were other, smaller donors from all 
over the country.

Hotez says that un-
like the mRNA vac-
cines from Pfizer 
and Moderna, and 
the viral vector vac-
cine from Johnson 
& Johnson, protein 

subunit vaccines like CORBEVAX have a track 
record. So he and Bottazzi were relatively cer-
tain CORBEVAX would be safe and effective.
“And it’s cheap, a dollar, dollar fifty a dose,” 
Hotez says. “You’re not going to get less expen-
sive than that.”

Clinical trials 
showed they were 
right to be confi-
dent CORBEVAX 
would work. An 
unpublished study 
conducted in India 

involving 3,000 volunteers found the vaccine 
to be 90% effective in preventing disease cause 
by the original COVID-19 virus strain and 80% 
against the delta variant. It’s still being tested 
against omicron.
But CORBEVAX is already entering the real 
world. Last month, the vaccine received emer-
gency use authorization from regulators in In-
dia. An Indian vaccine manufacturer called Bi-
ological E Ltd is now making the vaccine. The 
company says it is producing 100 million doses 
per month and has already sold 300 million dos-
es to the Indian government.
“The real beauty of the CORBEVAX vaccine 
that Drs. Hotez and Bottazzi created is that intel-
lectual property of this vaccine will be available 
to everybody,” Keith Martin says. “So you can 
get manufacturers in Senegal, and South Afri-
ca and Latin America to be able to produce this 
particular vaccine.”
By contrast, the makers of Pfizer and Moderna, 
for example, are not sharing their recipe.
One drawback to the CORBEVAX technology 
is that it can’t be modified as quickly as mRNA 
vaccines can to adjust to new variants.
That forces public health officials to make dif-
ficult choices.
“Something which can be adapted the fastest 
versus something that can be adapted relative-
ly quickly, but then more importantly can be 

manufactured at a large global capacity and at 
a cost of production which is much lower,” says 
Prashant Yadav, senior fellow at at the Center 
for Global Development in Washington, D.C. 
The thought is some protection may better than 
no protection.
Of course, the ideal vaccine would have both 
qualities, and Peter Hotez is at work trying to 
develop technologies that can do that.

“There’s no issue with pushing innovation,” he 
says. “I think that’s one of the really positive 
features of the U.S. vaccination program for 
COVID. The problem was it wasn’t balanced 
with a portfolio or oldies but goodies.”
Hotez is hoping his oldie but goodie will usher 
in a brighter future for the world. (Courtesy npr.
org)
Related

Wants To Break Into The U.S. Market
For Now The Team Focuses Its Efforts 
Abroad  Where COVID-19 Variants 

Surface More Quickly

Maria Bottazzi, left, and Peter Hotez at the 
Tropical Medicine Lab at Texas Children’s 
Hospital Center for Vaccine Development in 
Houston on Oct. 5, 2021. (Photo/J. Rex/The 
Texas Tribune) 
The day before COVID-19 claimed its first 
Texas victim in 2020, Dr. Peter Hotez was a 
guest on the popular Austin-based podcast “The 
Drive.” After 10 years of research into corona-
virus vaccines, Hotez and his Houston team 
needed an infusion of cash to build on their past 
work and make a vaccine that could, as Hotez 
told listeners then, “rescue the world” from the 
deadly emerging coronavirus pandemic.
“You’d think that people would be pretty eager 
to support us to move this forward, but so far it 
hasn’t happened,” the Houston pediatrician and 
vaccine scientist told the host, Dr. Peter Attia, on 
March 14, 2020.                                                                                              
By the following week, major cities in Texas be-
gan to shut down to avoid widespread commu-
nity outbreaks. But Hotez’s plea worked. The 
donations started coming in support of efforts in 
the deadly new pandemic at the Baylor College 
of Medicine at the Texas Children’s Hospital 
Center for Vaccine Development, co-directed 

by Hotez and Dr. Maria Elena Bottazzi in Hous-
ton — both of whom are celebrated pioneers in 
the area of vaccines for neglected tropical dis-
eases like chagas and schistosomiasis.

Maria Bottazzi re-
places vials of the 
RBD-based SARS-
CoV-2 vaccine into 
a freezer at the Trop-
ical Medicine Lab 
at Texas Children’s 

Hospital Center for Vaccine Development in 
Houston on Oct. 5, 2021. (Photo/J. Rex/The 
Texas Tribune) 
Among the gifts was a $1 million infusion of 
cash in May 2020 by the philanthropic arm of 
Texas-based Tito’s Handmade Vodka, whose 
director of global impact and research, Sarah 
Everett, was tuned in when Hotez asked for help 
in reviving their research.
“We decided that somebody should help restart 
that work immediately,” Everett said.
Now, nearly 18 months later, the Houston 
team’s vaccine, called Corbevax by its maker in 
India, is cheap, has no patent, can be made by 
many vaccine producers globally — including 
those in low- and middle-income countries — 
and is poised to receive approval for widespread 
global use.
The Indian government has promised the bio-
pharmaceutical company Biological E Limited, 
which is making the vaccine in that country, that 
it will buy 300 million doses with the potential 
for more. A halal version of the vaccine, for use 
in Islamic countries because it doesn’t contain 
animal-based ingredients, is also about to start 
clinical trials in Indonesia.
And later this year, the company hopes the 
vaccine will be endorsed by the World Health 
Organization for use globally, which could open 
the doors to quicker authorization in several 
countries that need it.
But here in the United States, this “truly Texas 
vaccine,” as its creators like to call it, has no 
home.
A Texas-style vaccine
The fact that the vaccine even exists can be 
traced to a lot of Texas money, including funds 
from The Robert J. Kleberg, Jr. and Helen C. 
Kleberg Foundation and the M.D. Anderson 
Foundation. Several high-level and anonymous 
individual donors pitched in, as well as the JPB 
Foundation in New York. Those donations 
funded a vaccine prototype with the initial doses 
mixed in the Houston lab and transferred to Bi-
ological E in India in May 2020. By November, 
BioE began clinical trials of the vaccine in India, 
where the delta variant was first identified and 
which has one of the lowest vaccination rates 
in the world. Total cost from creation to market 
was between $5 million and $7 million, Bot-
tazzi said.

(Article Continues Below)
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The U.S. government has yet to get on 
board. Operation Warp Speed, the pub-
lic-private partnership created by the feder-
al government to accelerate treatments and 
vaccines for COVID-19, spent none of its 
billions at the Houston lab. Most experts, 
including Hotez and Bottazzi, agree that’s 
because most of the funding and the atten-
tion — and the bets — are on the vaccines 
made earliest in the pandemic, and with the 
newest technology, by Pfizer, Moderna and 
Johnson & Johnson and a few others.
“We’re pushing the new ways because 
they’re better and faster,” said Dr. Benja-
min Neuman, a Texas A&M University 
virologist who has been doing coronavirus 
research since 1996, though he was not 
involved in any of the approved vaccines’ 
development. “Why wouldn’t you want to 
have it all?”

Left: Maria Bottazzi holds a vial of the 
RBD-based SARS-CoV-2 vaccine at the 
Tropical Medicine Lab at Texas Chil-
dren’s Hospital Center for Vaccine De-
velopment in Houston on Oct. 5, 2021. 
Right: A lab worker works on a project 
at the Texas Children’s Hospital Center. 
(Photo/J. Rex/The Texas Tribune) 
Competition from new tech
The mRNA vaccines by Pfizer and Moder-
na use messenger RNA, a molecule the vi-
rus needs to produce a “spike protein” and 
bind to human cells, to prompt the immune 
system to produce antibodies against that 

protein. Five years ago, Neuman said, that 
process hadn’t been made effective yet. 
But by the time Hotez was making his plea 
on Attia’s podcast, Moderna was already 
starting up clinical trials of its mRNA vac-
cine in partnership with the National In-
stitutes of Health, the biomedical research 
arm of the U.S. government and the larg-
est center of its kind in the world.
And by late 2020, when BioE was rolling 
out its phase 1 clinical trials with Cor-
bevax in India, Pfizer was already getting 
emergency use authorization from the 
U.S. Food and Drug Administration.
The Bottazi and Hotez vaccine relies on a 
production process very similar to the way 
the Hepatitis B vaccine is made that’s been 
produced and used around the world for 
decades. The two argue that the familiarity 
with the process and the ease with which 
the materials can be gotten makes it eas-
ier to quickly ramp up global production 
compared to the newer vaccines, even if 
they came onto the market a little later. 
But aside from a handful of philanthropies 
who can see the value of the domino effect 
— more vaccinations outside this country 
help lower infections around the world 
and here — Hotez and Bottazzi have heard 
nothing about producing or distributing 
here at home.
“Why weren’t conventional vaccine tech-
nologies given the opportunity of being at 
the same table as all these other technolo-
gies?” Bottazzi said.
The answer, Neuman says, is that while 
conventional technologies — or what he 
jokingly derided as “the obvious answer” 
— have a role in global vaccine develop-
ment, the newer vaccines are stronger than 
the traditional types that Bottazzi, Hotez 
and other scientists around the world are 
developing. Newer vaccines also have a 
quicker production process than the con-
ventional vaccines, said Neuman, a mem-
ber of the international committee that 
named SARS-CoV-2, the virus behind the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Peter Hotez at the 
Tropical Medicine 
Lab at Texas Chil-
dren’s Hospital 
Center for Vac-

cine Development in Houston on Oct. 5, 
2021. (Photo/ Justin Rex for The Texas 
Tribune) 
But Neuman agrees that the newer vac-
cines have distribution challenges: the 
tangles of intellectual property patents, 
the availability of materials to produce bil-
lions of doses in a short period of time and 
the logistics of a more complicated trans-
port and storage process. Those challeng-
es can be solved, Neuman said, but until 
then, the majority of the planet should be 
vaccinated “by any means necessary,” in-
cluding with conventional vaccines like 
the one created by Bottazzi and Hotez, if 
it proves to be safe and effective.
“Whatever gets the job done the fastest as 
long as it’s safe for everybody involved,” 
he said.
‘One plane flight away’
While the Houston team waits for a pro-
duction and distribution partner, the team 
fields calls every week from other coun-
tries asking them for help getting access to 
the vaccine, Bottazzi said. They ask if they 
can get the spare doses that Americans are 
declining or if they can get connected to 
BioE to export to them from their Indi-
an-made stocks — or if the scientists will 
share the formula for the prototype.
The scientists share the formula with any 
country or lab who asks for it and help in 
other ways, however they can.
“We’re kind of practicing our own version 
of Texas vaccine diplomacy,” Hotez said.
Vaccination rates for developing countries 
are still in the single digits. About 38% of 
the world population is fully vaccinated 
against COVID-19. Many African coun-
tries, such as Sudan, Kenya and Ethiopia, 
have a rate below 2%.

The vaccine team at the Tropical Med-
icine Lab at Texas Children’s Hospital 
Center for Vaccine Development in 
Houston.
In India, where nearly a billion doses of 
three different vaccines — Covishield, 
Covaxin and Sputnik V — have been dis-
tributed, more than 80% of the population 
remains unvaccinated. In Brazil, less than 
a third of the country is inoculated.
“We’re one plane flight away from see-
ing a variant that developed in a country 

that has very little vaccine end up on our 
shores and set off a new wave of the pan-
demic,” said Dr. James Cutrell, an infec-
tious disease expert at UT Southwestern 
Medical Center.
Right now, the World Health Organiza-
tion is already monitoring several vari-
ants that have been traced to developing 
countries including Indonesia (21% fully 
vaccinated), Peru (with one of the highest 
COVID-19 mortality rates in the world), 
Colombia, the Dominican Republic and 
South Africa.
“Much of sub-Saharan Africa, large 
swaths of Latin America and other places 
like that — they really don’t have access 
to the [mRNA] vaccines,” said Cutrell, an 
associate professor in the department of 
internal medicine. “That makes it really 
important and attractive to have some of 
these cheaper, easier-to-distribute — but 
hopefully similarly effective — vaccines 
with more traditional technology, which I 
think this vaccine and other vaccines like 
it can contribute.” 

Dr. Peter Hotez and Dr. Maria Elena 
Bottazzi of Texas Children’s Hospital 
and Baylor College of Medicine.
American problem, international solution

As the world scrambles for doses to meet 
the vaccination demand elsewhere, this 
nation’s vaccination effort has flagged, 
hitting a wall of hesitation by a signifi-
cant portion of the American public that 
is declining the new vaccines, although 
they have proven to be safe and effective. 
Hotez and Bottazzi believe their vaccine 
would likely be more accepted by those 
who don’t trust a vaccine that is unfa-
miliar to them, like those by Pfizer and 
Moderna. But from the start, inoculating 
reticent Americans was never the Houston 
team’s first priority.
Bottazzi and Hotez began their work de-
veloping coronavirus vaccines as part of 
their mission at the National School of 
Tropical Medicine, where Hotez is dean 

and Bottazzi is associate dean, to inocu-
late developing nations against tropical 
viruses.
Fast forward to January 2020, when 
SARS-CoV-2, the virus that causes 
COVID-19, was setting off alarms in the 
U.S. medical community. Bottazzi and 
Hotez began working to repurpose their 
coronavirus research program to develop 
a vaccine against the new virus and dis-
tribute it to the same countries they’d fo-
cused on throughout their careers.

The speed with which the Pfizer and Mod-
erna vaccines were developed and the 
fact they used newer formulas seemed 
to spook some Americans and helped 
fuel politically motivated misinformation 
campaigns that chipped away at public ac-
ceptance. And as this nation’s vaccination 
rate hovers around 57%, it’s a matter of 
debate what is needed to achieve a higher 
level of immunity as a country. Neuman 
said he isn’t so sure that a more familiar 
vaccine formula would change a lot of 
minds in the United States, where the re-
sistance appears to be more political than 
scientific.
“I think that comes from a lot of different 
places, and I think the main place is sort 
of, ‘You’re not the boss of me,’” he said. 
“‘Who says you get to tell me what to do?’ 
And I don’t think it matters what it is.”
Even if it would make a difference, the 
path to emergency use authorization for a 
COVID-19 vaccine in this country starts 
with money — for research, for trials, for 
materials — and ends with firm commit-
ments from the U.S. to support its mass 
production. The Bottazzi-Hotez shot, at 
this point, has neither.
And so Hotez, who is an internationally 
known and outspoken warrior against the 
anti-vaccine movement, and Bottazzi re-
double their attention abroad to protect 
Americans who can’t or won’t protect 
themselves. If they can get more of their 
vaccine overseas within a few months, 
they can keep the variants from percolat-
ing and landing on U.S. soil.
“It’s a pretty ambitious, audacious goal,” 
Hotez said. “But I think we could get 
there.” (Courtesy texastribune.org)
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