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Playing Favorites? Patentholder’s FDA Strategy for 
Remdesivir Pushes Cat Owners to the Black Market 

By Paige Hardy 

“The veterinarian gave us two options: Either euthanize our cat before the disease became too 

painful, or join a Facebook page and pay $6,000 for unmarked vials of black market 

experimental medication that has to be injected for 90 days with a massive needle. The vet 

couldn’t give us any information beyond that.”[1] 

This quote comes from a confidential source, whose kitten was recently infected with feline 

infectious peritonitis (FIP). The disease mainly impacts kittens; about 70% of cats that develop 

FIP are less than a year and a half old.[2] FIP is degenerative and without treatment, “the disease 

will eventually result in death in almost every case.”[3] Most estimates place the FIP mortality 

rate between 95 and 100%.[4] Many cats are exposed to feline enteric coronavirus (FeCV), as 

the virus is widespread. Usually, FeCV causes no symptoms; however, in about 10% of cases, 

FeCV mutates within the body into FIPV, the virus that causes FIP.[5] Though FIP has been 

devastating the feline population since the 1960s, it has garnered significant media attention in 

the past year.[6] This renewed focus is partially due to the fact that FIP is caused by a 

coronavirus. Though the virus is unrelated to the one that causes Covid-19, expression of both 

diseases can result in an extreme immune response and multiorgan failure.[7] 

What’s another common thread between this cat coronavirus and our human coronavirus? Gilead 

Sciences. Gilead Sciences is the patentholder of the antiviral drugs GS-441524 and remdesivir. 

The two drugs combat viral replication in the same way.[8] The drugs have the same base 

molecular structure, but remdesivir has an added prodrug portion to facilitate cell permeation. In 

theory, remdesivir essentially becomes GS-441524 once it is inside the cell.[9] Though initially 

created for Ebola, remdesivir has been used to moderate success in Covid-19 treatment. A study 

of 1,062 Covid-19 patients demonstrated that patients treated with remdesivir had a shorter 

average recovery time (10 days compared to 15 days for the placebo group) and a reduced rate of 

serious adverse events (24.6% compared to 31.6% for the placebo group).[10] The results of GS-
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441524 in treating cat coronavirus are even more striking. A 2019 field study co-authored by 

researchers from UC Davis and Gilead successfully treated 25 out of the 31 FIPV-infected cats 

that participated in the study.[11] Moreover, of the cats that received the full 12 weeks of 

treatment, 25 out of 26 recovered, a 96% cure rate.[12]In an interview, Dr. Niels Pedersen, the 

lead researcher, said that he “thought this was a good capstone for [his] career.”[13] GS-441524 

represented the opportunity to flip the FIP script: from a more than 95% mortality rate to a more 

than 95% cure rate. 

Despite these remarkable initial results, the drug is not legally available for veterinary use or for 

commercial development by any other company. Why? According to some, the answer is 

simple—to push remdesivir through the FDA. Pedersen believes that because GS-441524 and 

remdesivir are so chemically similar, any negative effects of GS-441524 in cats could prompt 

further scrutiny in remdesivir.[14] Other observers are even less generous. Representatives of 

Public Citizen insinuate that Gilead is promoting remdesivir over GS-441524 because the 

remdesivir patent may prove more profitable. In a letter urging Gilead to develop GS-441524 for 

Covid-19, Public Citizen remarked that: 

"It is unclear why Gilead and federal scientists have not been pursuing GS-441524 as 

aggressively as remdesivir, but we cannot help but note that there are significant financial 

incentives tied to Gilead’s current patent holdings. Specifically, Gilead holds patents on both 

agents, but the earliest patent approval date on remdesivir is 2015 whereas the earliest on GS-

441524 is 2010. Thus, Gilead’s monopoly power over remdesivir may have at least five 

additional years of enforceability beyond that of GS-441524."[15] 

Gilead has been nearly silent on the matter. A search on the Gilead Sciences website for “FIP” 

yields zero results. Gilead declined to comment on the Atlantic article cited in this 

post.[16] Interestingly, Dr. Merdad Parsey, the Chief Medical Officer of Gilead Sciences, 

answered a question about FIP and GS-441524 in a talk he gave with University of Maryland on 

September 25, 2020.[17] When an attendee asked whether Gilead Sciences has any plans to 

advance an Investigational New Drug Application (IND) with the FDA, Dr. Parsey gave several 

inaccurate statements. First, he claimed that “the FDA does not regulate animal 

medicines.”[18] They do.[19] Additionally, he said that “those aren’t trials that we’ve run and 

they’re not data that we have access to other than the publications that are out there.”[20] The 

initial field study, led by Pedersen, listed Gilead employees as 2 of its 7 named authors. 

Additionally, Gilead provided the GS-441524 used in the research.[21] Lastly, Dr. Parsey 

claimed that “we’re not in the way of getting that approved or available…to people who want to 

use it for veterinary uses.”[22] On the contrary, Gilead has steadfastly refused to license GS-

441524 to the many companies that wish to purchase a license, in a move that Pederson said, 

“hits you very hard, especially when you didn’t see any reason for it.”[23] In fairness, Dr. Parsey 

did state that he did not “know the details here because we’ve been so focused on human 

disease.”[24] Gilead leadership leaves much to be desired in its communication about FIP and 

GS-441524; messaging spans from nonexistent to false. 

Because it is impossible to get GS-441524 legally, a black market for the medicine has 

ballooned. A number of companies in China have been producing GS-441524 for sale to cat 

owners, both in China and in the United States.[25] The cat owners pay thousands of dollars for 
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unmarked vials, usually disguised as dietary supplements to pass through customs.[26] Many of 

these cat owners find medication through a private Facebook group with tens of thousands of 

members.[27]Though the administrators of the group help struggling individuals as much as they 

can, there is only so much they can do. As with other medical black markets, there is no 

oversight or testing for the biological activity of the medication.[28]Additionally, since the 

medication is unapproved by the FDA, many veterinarians believe that it is illegal and unethical 

to aid cat owners beyond the initial diagnosis of FIP.[29] The source cited at the beginning of 

this post remarked that “as helpful as the FIP Warriors admin were, it was terrifying to do 

everything on our own without a real veterinarian. I had never given a shot to anyone or anything 

in my life.”[30] 

On October 22, 2020, the FDA announced that it had approved remdesivir for the treatment of 

Covid-19 requiring hospitalization.[31] With that FDA approval in hand, will Gilead finally be 

ready to take GS-441524 off of the sidelines? 
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