Prospects for AIDS Vaccine Dim As New Tests Show Wide Failures 
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In a setback for researchers, a wide collection of promising experimental AIDS vaccines has failed miserably in tests of whether they could protect against strains of the AIDS virus isolated from infected people. 

From the beginning, the vaccine effort has been a roller coaster, and experts have acknowledged that it was not going to be easy to find the ideal vaccine, which would stimulate the body to make antibodies to fight off infection with H.I.V., the virus that causes AIDS. 

In the last year researchers had said that the vaccine prospects looked better. They had developed vaccines that could elicit antibodies in virtually everyone who received them. And the vaccines seemed to be highly effective: they resulted in antibodies that defused the virus in laboratory experiments. 

But the newly reported tests show that the strains of H.I.V. grown in the laboratory are the only ones felled by the antibodies. H.I.V. isolated from patients was impervious. 'Some Sober Reflection' 

Three laboratories, at Duke University, at the Walter Reed Army Institute of Research in Washington and at the Chiron Corporation in Emeryville, Calif., reported the findings at a recent meeting on AIDS vaccines sponsored by the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases. The findings are discussed in the current issue of Science magazine. 

The result, said Dr. Anthony Fauci, director of the national institute, "is cause for some sober reflection." 

The real question now, Dr. Fauci said, is whether the results stem from a technical problem with the way the antibodies are evaluated or whether they are a sign that the vaccines will not work in the real world. 

Dr. Dani Bolognesi, a vaccine researcher at Duke University School of Medicine, said scientists were sharply divided in their opinions on the vaccines. Dr. Bolognesi, whose laboratory is the central testing place for the Government's AIDS vaccine effort, said, "There are people who feel very strongly that this is the real world and there are others who feel just as strongly that there has to be something wrong with the assay." 

But the results are giving everyone pause. "It's serious because it is difficult to imagine going ahead with any vaccine development" without understanding what is going on, Dr. Bolognesi said. 

Dr. Peggy Johnston, acting director of the Division of AIDS at the national institute, said the Federal Government was sponsoring tests of 11 vaccines in 15 studies involving more than 1,000 healthy volunteers. In addition, the Government is starting to plan the next phase: studies involving more than 5,000 people at risk for AIDS who would receive vaccines to see if they could be protected from the disease. These studies would cost more than $10 million and take two to three years, Dr. Johnston said. 

The new data are all the more disappointing because they come at a time when the vaccine effort seemed to be moving forward. Some people who had gotten three shots of a vaccine were making so many antibodies that researchers thought they could be protected. The antibodies had been shown to neutralize H.I.V. grown in the lab. 

"That was encouraging, but the key issue is, 'well, fine, but how do you match these responses to the viruses that are out there being transmitted?' " Dr. Bolognesi said. 

Laboratory strains of H.I.V. grow on genetically altered white blood cells that divide and grow indefinitely. This is very different from the cells that harbor H.I.V. in the body, and scientists have long suspected that the H.I.V. growing in the laboratory might be different from that in patients. The virus mutates easily and frequently, so it could change just enough to flourish under the artificial conditions. 

So, Dr. Bolognesi said, "the obvious next step was to start looking at situations that we would think are as close to the real world as possible." But, he added, "when that began, the results were quite different." 

Dr. Wayne Koff, the vice president of vaccine research and development at United Biomedical, a biotechnology concern in Hauppauge, L.I., said he believed the vaccines were the problem. "I think that if you have a vaccine that is not capable of neutralizing a field isolate of H.I.V., then you don't have a vaccine," he said. Go Ahead With Large Studies? 

The problem has left researchers debating whether to go ahead with the large studies. "These trials are long, expensive and complex," Dr. Koff said, and it makes no sense to begin them when the vaccines have failed the only laboratory test of effectiveness. 

Others say the studies should go ahead anyway. Dr. Jack Obijeski, senior director for product development at Genentech, a biotechnology concern in South San Francisco that makes an AIDS vaccine, said: "We're not dismissing this data. We're going to try to collaborate to try to figure this out." 

