
Polio Antivirals and Their Role in the Eradication Effort 

 

Persons with an immune deficiency that markedly reduces their ability to make antibodies and 
who receive or are exposed to the Sabin live attenuated oral poliovirus vaccine (OPV) may 
continue to excrete the virus for prolonged periods of time (months to years). During this time, 
the virus can revert back to a neurovirulent and paralytic form. Theses Immunodeficiency-
related Vaccine-Derived Polioviruses (iVDPVs) may be excreted at levels similar to those seen 
with acute poliovirus infections. Since the introduction of the oral poliovirus vaccine (OPV) in 
1961, approximately 160 individuals excreting iVDPV have been identified, principally through 
acute flaccid paralysis (AFP) surveillance and passive reporting to WHO.  The actual number of 
persons excreting iVDPV is unknown although studies indicate prolonged excretion may occur 
in about 1% of these individuals. 

Immune deficient individuals excreting iVDPVs are at risk of developing paralytic disease and 
can transmit the virus to unvaccinated individuals. A Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) and World Health Organization (WHO)-sponsored workshop held by a Committee of the 
National Research Council (NRC) in November 2005 concluded there was an immediate need to 
develop an antiviral drug or drugs to treat persons excreting iVDPV as this would be the only 
way to stop virus excretion. 

The Poliovirus Antivirals Initiative (PAI) was established in 2007 at the Task Force for Global 
Health in Decatur, GA to facilitate the rapid, cost-efficient development of at least two safe and 
effective poliovirus antiviral drugs that work by distinct mechanisms of action.  Since that time, 
PAI has worked with multiple antiviral developers. The lead antiviral candidates that have 
emerged, pocapavir and V-7404, are under development by a small company called 
ViroDefense Inc. Pocapavir is an antiviral related to the antiviral Mark and his team discovered 
and showed to be effective in poliovirus infected mice in the early 1980s. Both pocapavir and V-
7404 are under clinical development and pocapavir has been shown to have significant antiviral 
activity at a well-tolerated dose in volunteers administer an oral polio vaccine in a clinical study.  

 


