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Legislating the Laboratories

By WALTER SULLIVAN

One of the ‘tragedies of modemn
science was the destruction of Soviet
genetics during the 1930°s and 1940's,
in effect by government decree. It was
Jdecided by the leaders of the Com-

unist Party that Trofim D, Lysenka
was right and that classical Russian
gencticists were reactionary and dis-
Joyal. Nikolai 1. Vavllov, widely recog-
nized as one of the world's leading
piant geneticists, and many others
wcrﬁ exiled, Vavilov apperently died
in the labor camp at Magadan on the
Sea of Okhatsk, Lysenko's ideas were
2pphed 1o agricuiture, resulting in near
disaster, )

Now it is being argued that in the

United Stales steps are about to he
taken toward similar suppression of
genetic research, though the motives
différ. The concern is for legislation
pending both jn Albany and Washing-
ton that would establish elaborate—
some researchers say stifling—controls

over research involving manipulation |
of the key molecules in genetics: those
of TINA (deoxyribonucieiz acid). Such.

altered molecules are known as re-
combinant DNA,

Irorically the legislation is moving
toward enactment at s time when a
number of thase who first sounded the
alar on such research have become
convinced by new findings that it can
be done in absolute safety, The result
is an intensive effort by such scientists
to head off the most stringent provi-
sions, particularly those in a Senate
bill “introduced by Senator Edward
Kennedy.

There is also deep concern that Fed-
eral legislation will allow local and
state governments to impose even
more severe limits, or ban such re-
search entiraly. .

Recombinant DNA melecules, as de.
fined in the Senate hill, "consist of
different segments of DNA which have
been jolned together in a cell-free sys-
tem, and have the potential for enter-
ing and propagating in a particular
nost cell, either autonomously or as an
integral part of that cell's genome.”

- Tae genome is the cell's storehouse of
information, coded into DNA, that
contrals its develepment, function and
reproduction.

Among the gozls of producing such
molecules s the introduction of new
capabilities inte organisms, such as
food crops, or the alteration of viruses
and bacteria in the war against dis-
ease, Both the House and Senate bills,
in their preambles, recognize these
potentiat benefits, as well as certain
health and ¢nvirenmental hazards.

The favorite too) for genetic research
is a group of intestinal bacteria known
as Escherichia coli, They occur in thou.
sands of varieties. Most are harmless,
even beneficial, inhabitants of the
intestinal tracts of human beings-and
other warm-blocded animals. Some
cause diarrhea, notably among tourists
exposed to unfamiliar strains,

When tecombinant DNA is allowed
‘to enter a culture of such bacteria
(known for short as E. coll) it prolif-
! erates there, making the bacteria an

i

PN

Overfon Loyd

ideal "nursery.” The fear has been that
a bacterial culiure with an “unnatyraf®
load of genetic material might escape
the laboratory and create en epidemic
against which there was little or no
resistance,

When bioiogists from many parts of
the world met in Asilomar, Calif., in
19?‘5 to consider a veluntary mora-
toriums on seme aspects of DNA re-
search, pending assessment of possible
tizeeds, Dr. Roy Curtiss 3d of the
University of Alabama proposed thai
the K12 strain of E_c0li could be made
50 helpless that it could multiply onjy
under special laboratory conditions,
There -would then be no danger of its
spreading,

Now, in a detailed reporl io Dr,
Donald Frederickson, director of the
Natienal Institutes of Health, he has,
in effect, reported suceess in this
effort,

En recent weeks 277 participants in
two of the Gordon Rescarch Confer-
ences in New Hampshire have signed
protests against the proposed legisla-
tion, The conferences, each summer,
bring together top-ranking researchers
in a variety of fields,

One document was signed by 137
specialists in research on nucleic acids
including DNA, The second was signed
by 140 o° 164 biologists at a five-day
meeting . - biological regulatory mech-
anisms. It said "no indication of actu-
al danger has been uncovered," and
termed ihe proposed regulations wun-
precedentad  “prior restraints" that

could “deprive socicty of needed im-
provements in public health, agricul-
twe, industry and environmental pro-
tection.” Lest the foundation support-
ing the conferences lose its tax-ex-
empt status it was emphasized that
the organization was In no way asso-
ciated with the appeals.

Then;"on July 14, Dz, Sherwood L.
Gorbach of Tufts University Medical
Scheal reported to Pr. Frederickson on
a workshop held at Falmouth, Mass..
under sponsorship of two units of Dr.

Frederickson's National Institutes of .

Health, The participants, some 50 in
number, he said, “'arrived at upanimous
agrecment that E. cali K12 cannot be
converted into ap epidemic pathogen
by laboratery wanipulations with DNA
inserts.” .

During the workshop, researchers
from -American laboratories- and the
Public Health Laboratory - Service in
London told of tests with human vol-
unteers supporting the belief that such
bacteria cannot colonize outside the
labaratory.

While the proposed supervision, in-
speclion and accounting are not a
complete novelty—they have features
“in commen, for example, with those
applied to private nuclear power
plants—they hayé eveked vehement

responses. Americans for Democratic

Agtion, a liberal offsheot of the Demo-
crafit Patly, stated in part: “It should

“—hE rérpembered thai §irict socictal con-

troi_of the activilies of scientisis has

“been a_step. in.the.establishment_of

. tofalitariah states,” This, it added, led
“TE$rhuman” experiments in Nazi Ger-
many and to Lysenkoism in Russia.

The parallel with Eysenkoism, how-
ever, seems questionable, The purpose
here is not Lo decree what is true but
what is safe. The concern of those who
first sounded the alarm——and now al-
most wish they had not—is that con-
tral over research will come into the

hands of political appointees incapable
aven of understanding the issues.

The Senate bill provides for an 1i-
nember Nationa! Recombinant DNA
Regulation Commission toe be ap-
pointed by the President. It specifies
that six members be chosen “who are
not and have never heen professionally
engaged in biclogical research.” The

" other five would be specialists in such

research but with no financial interest
in recombinant DNA activities, The
commission would be empowerad to
regulate and license the research and
send inspecters to insure compliance.

‘The House bill is lower key. The Sec-
retary of Health, Education and Wel-
fare would promulgate the reguiations,
subject to “recommendations™ by B
Recombinant DNA Advisory Ceoinmite
1ee. Of the 17 members of that com-
mittee a majority would not be en-
gaged in DNA research, but some in
that majority could be biologisis, De-
tails of licensing procedures are left to
the govérnment. Local biohazards com-
mittees could do the inspections under
government auspices, In cases of viola-
tion nne bill provides for fines up to
£10,000 per day. The other allows fines
as large as $50,000. !

The prospect of ill-informsd rogula-
tion by lecal governments : to
have convinced many DNA reses:. Y:ers
thati the best they .can hope for i5 a

‘cont. on next page
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bz taken by the President or hi
the clty. Quietly, he has in fa
—from a willingness to pay-the cit\a cash sum for West-
way, the proposed West”Side Highviay, to an agreement
to seitle some old N claims bottled up
in the wourls and city as much as
$100 mitlion,

=3 Directdj boidies, The cornerstone o
cconomit stifnulus package consisted of
_cities in ghe form 5f increased aid for public\works, public
service jobs and so‘called “counter cyclical” retgnue sharin
-—a ditect subsidy {0 areas with high unemp! ent. Mdre

wefore the lights were turned
~geks, the blackout has el

to be such eriticism of'the alleged negleet shown by Wash-
ington toward thesp/cities. Hardly before the last Ihoters
were leaving the stgfes; New York City’s mayoral candidytes

ing the ¢ty a ¢fisaster area, Blacks at the National Urha
Lesigte Confgfence said Mr. Carter had failed to provide
the job progfams and economic benefits he had promised
durifig his/campaign. Felix G, Rohatyn, chairman of the/r,\]1977-78.
Municipay Assistarice Corporation, charged that the rr
dent hed wndermined his pledge to sssume local welfire ant Carter hag done is fo {ssue
focusing caliousiy on achieving a balanced Federal ; i
budgl t. Even Mayor Beame found it politically nplessary oot i
to giiticize Mr, Carter, of whom he was an ecarly sipporter, sonq1
oif the welfare issue. With so much of New, Fork City's New Yo
_.sca.l de‘stmy dependent_qq Fedem] acticns (was porRaps by in a er position pext,dear to meet its fong-term
t;ﬁ;::tsﬂ;; f‘;:‘ }it‘iﬂ!‘*’P&}llthl?nS to seize oif any opportunity needs—by Yssuing city bondy/in the normal borrowing mar- sell i securicies (o the public.
e Prtas?:jre tmdi) orrain;[. ?ques on remains, thougl.'l: kets. . i two primary areas where the Carter Administra-
: critics-have\‘char: o 'I'}]:’ ittle for New York Clty as his Meanwbiie, the Fedefal Government is prodding the tion's
7 of city and st E:e -ﬁ. P;’inS}VEiﬁr 1 the unanimous epirion city to try to\meet sony¥ short-term borrowing in the public categori

2 gt e ?1‘* officials, is that he has actually done markets. To ihat end, it gave its blessings last week to aver of jo)

agr ea, although thers is still the feeling that much 5 $2.5 bitlon Myap/in which banks and pension funds ex- Toan

niceds to be done. - - : .
Y - cf d M.AC ds and cit tes for Jong- MAC. i1z & i

... The President’s belp for New Yark City can be divided bc‘,i';ﬁ“ The goat Rds and city notes for Joag-tem 3 Sirs §13 bi

tia three categories, in the next few

nt has been providing
this help, the city wil

existing hopds by
est rates-—and in the

: . ss, Instead, it is focusing on
- . twhan development k concept--loan guarantees if

specific construc

City must continue to concens

: ' d henefit all localitles. wl
cont. from previouas page

bili Jike that before the House, which : ' - tyn and Mayor Bedme want Is not welfare “rgform.’ Ay
Jeaves regulation in the hands of gov- : ; a takeover of e local cost, an expensive propositi
ernment. Guidelines for DNA research . ; would pt n_ly b:enefit the big industrial states

have already been set forth by the Na- ! : i voluntgily raised theiv own welfare grant levels’sbove the.
tional Institutes of Health providing, . . natig tal\'erage.. : .

in the most extreie cases, for safety . - . / One irony is that Mr, Caiter has aly

measures as stringent as- those used . : - New York City more money in direg

when biological warfare agents were . : ' ‘ m:l.hon it cost the city last year to ; 1

being developed, These guidelines are : Chﬂd'{en.program. its main welfapeprogram. - N
widely accepted by the researchers as : . "It is pot so much that £8rter has Jet ng down,  sald .
reasonable and prudent. They would: S_tephen Berger, executive.director of the Emer_gency Finans
presumably form the basis for more. oL . cial Control Board. “Hjsinabilily to come up with a compre=

»  formal regulations. . cally a 1 ;
‘Among those who signed the orig- - fire and civilization, Things don't seam

;2:;;?2?}:;’%?1 }:;::g?ﬁgﬁg:&?& I ingrgovernment for all these failures we are blafp- ‘
shared a Nobel Prize for his woik on
the structure of DNA, Now he feels
the c¢all for caufion has almost re-- -
sulted in panic. ; .

"The vision of the hystetice has so
peopled biclogical laboratories with
monsters and super bugs,” he wrote
recently, “that I often feel the discus-
sion has descended to the realm of a
surealistic nightmare.”

“Sreven R. Weismon is the ity Hull Bureau Chiaf jor
Tiie New Yorhk Times,

Walter Sullivan is Science Editor of
The New Yark Times.




