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Satoshi Omura, Discoverer and Nobel Prize Winner: Censored


Ivermectin has quite an interesting trajectory that started with a soil sample that allowed it to be discovered, and it will soon have accomplished the eradication of two diseases that affect the poorest areas of the planet. Ivermectin is a sample of what humanity can achieve when we combine effort, passion for research, willingness to help and cooperation between government agencies, private companies and transnational organizations.


The drug we now know as ivermectin was born from the isolation of a microorganism found in a soil sample taken in Japan in the 1970s, which happened to be quite effective in fighting worms and parasites. In the following decade it began to be marketed for veterinary use. Years later it was approved for human use, and it proved to be effective in fighting various parasites that cause terrible diseases. But the potential of ivermectin is huge and, according to its “discoverer”, Satoshi Ōmura, we still have to unravel its full capabilities.


Specialists have placed ivermectin on the drug podium, along with penincillin and aspirin. Its discoverers and developers received a well-deserved Nobel Prize in Medicine in 2015, and until 2020 there seemed to be a worldwide consensus about the benefits for humanity of this naturally-occurring component. More than 300 million people from the world’s poorest countries take ivermectin annually, either as a treatment or as a prophylaxis.


The outbreak of Covid-19 put ivermectin in the headlines all over the world. Thousands of doctors in different countries claim that its use (sometimes combined with vitamins and other drugs) is an effective early treatment against the coronavirus and dozens of clinical trials carried out support this position. However, ivermectin treatment was discouraged, rejected and even “not approved” by the main national and international health organizations. The doctors who promoted this treatment suffered censorship, despite the fact that it´s a safe drug with practically zero adverse effects and that it has already been taken by millions of people over decades. Even the videos of the biologist Satoshi Ōmura (its discoverer) were removed from YouTube in the middle of a controversy.


But that´s not all. Ivermectin has been distributed free of charge for years in several African countries, because a single annual intake prevents diseases such as elephantiasis or river blindness. Since the beginning of the pandemic, forecasts assured that the coronavirus would be devastating in sub-Saharan Africa, where access to drinking water is limited, where diseases such as HIV are quite common and where people sleep in crowded rooms. However, the African continent surprised with low levels of mortality and contagion, something that specialists described as an inexplicable miracle. The prophylactic taking of ivermectin could be the explanation that nobody wants to give.
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Ivermectin, Product of a Tireless and Meticulous Search


Many specialists place ivermectin on the podium of medicine, along with penicillin and aspirin. These three drugs have been extremely beneficial to humanity, and also all three are of natural origin. Ivermectin, however, has not received as much press, although in the poorest regions of the world its use has meant the possibility of being close to the eradication of devastating diseases that affect a large part of the population.


The discovery of ivermectin was not the product of chance, but was due to a tireless and meticulous search, which had its origin in Japan. In the late 1960s, the microbiologist and chemist Satoshi Ōmura (born 1935) of the Kitasako Institute in Tokyo undertook the task of collecting soil samples in search of compounds with potential medicinal use. The collected samples came from all over Japan, and were subjected to culture for the evaluation of the bacteria they contained. In 1971, Ōmura traveled to the United States for an invitation to work as a guest researcher in the laboratory that Max Tishler had just opened at Wesleyan University in Connecticut. Tishler had recently retired from his job at Merck pharmaceuticals.


When in 1973 Ōmura was summoned to return to the Kitasako Institute to take over as Head of the Research Department, he decided to seek funding to further research the discoveries carried out in Tokyo. Tishler introduced Ōmura to Merck´s directors and they came to an agreement and signed a contract whereby the Kitasako Institute would send the most promising samples to Merck´s laboratory in Rahway, NJ, where trials would continue and potential drugs would be developed. The initial focus was put on animal antibiotics, enzyme inhibitors, and antibiotics produced by microorganisms.


Among the first 50 microorganisms they shipped from Tokyo in 1974, in Merck´s lab Dr William Campbell found an effective culture to kill intestinal parasites and remove parasite eggs from animal feces. This active component of the culture broth was isolated and named Streptomyces avermictilis, later known as avermectin. This active compound was treated in the laboratory to increase its effectiveness and safety, and was named “ivermectin”. It was approved for veterinary use in 1981, and soon after became one of the best-selling veterinary drugs in the world.
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