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The Sabin Vaccine Institute, a Washington-based nonprofit research and advocacy organization, has named Dr. Peter Hotez as president and CEO and Michael Kempner, founder of the public- relations firm MWW Group, as chairman of the board. 

Hotez, 49, is a professor and chairman of the department of microbiology, immunology, and tropical medicine at George Washington University. Although he didn't travel out of the country until his college years, Hotez says he knew at 13 that he wanted to pursue infectious diseases, after reading Paul de Kruif's classic Microbe Hunters. 

Hotez has been affiliated with Sabin since 2000, when he helped the institute secure funding from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation to launch the Human Hookworm Vaccine Initiative. He has also worked with Sabin on an initiative to control neglected tropical diseases, particularly in Burundi and Rwanda. Both projects support development of vaccines that large manufacturers have avoided. "It's a guaranteed money-losing operation for them," Hotez explains. "The target population lives on less than $2 a day." Academics usually don't delve into product development, he points out, so the shift from asking hypothesis-driven questions to a framework of quality control and quality assurance has required some adjustments. "The excitement you get is not so much in the day-to-day results of new experiments," Hotez says. "It's in the long-term perspective -- the satisfaction of making people's lives better." 

Kempner has been involved with Sabin since the fall. As he tells it, he was looking for a major philanthropic project to mark MWW's 20th anniversary and was particularly impressed with Hotez after hearing him speak at the Clinton Global Initiative conference. Kempner also felt that a public-relations push could have some impact on the diseases that are the focus of Hotez's work. "These diseases were neglected for a reason," Kempner says. "They weren't getting the kind of coverage, advocacy, attention many of the other diseases were getting." The firm has since signed on to help Sabin with its advocacy; Kempner's appointment as board chairman came last month. 

Kempner has also been ramping up his involvement with Hillary Rodham Clinton's presidential campaign, co-chairing her New Jersey fundraising operation. "She is so far and away the best candidate in my mind -- the only one who should be president," he says. Kempner, 49, has also served as a deputy finance chairman for the Democratic National Committee and was a legislative director for then-Rep. Robert Torricelli, D-N.J. 

