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SCIENCE

Spectacular Science and Ponderous Process

Since 1973 substantial effort has been made to deal prudently with the
concern that recombinant DNA experiments might prove hazardous.
Unprecedented restriction of experiments was asked of a community bred
for independence of mind and spirit. Despite widespread skepticism
that hazards actually existed, the effort to minimize risk was a remarkable
success, primarily because of the respect accorded to those scientists who
called for prudence and later to the National Institutes of Health (NIH)
as a scientific institution. To produce standards of laboratory safety, NIH
formed the Recombinant DNA Advisory Committee (RAC) made up of
prominent scientists, who developed the Guidelines for recombinant DN A
research published by NIH in June 1976. Under the Guidelines work has
proceeded safely and research accomplishments have been spectacular.

The confidence of the scientific community in the wisdom behind these
efforts is rapidly eroding. Responsibility for the erosion lies with the Secre-
tary of Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW) and his staff, who have now
assumed direct supervision of recombinant DNA policy-making, and who
have adopted procedures unsuitable to the complex problem of controlling
creative activities. Two developments that have already had unnecessary
adverse consequences are particularly disturbing.

First, there has been a long delay in promulgating amply justified re-
visions of the Guidelines. These were produced in July 1978 by NIH and
its advisory committees, who gave unprecedented attention to comment by
the scientific and general public and produced a document with broad sup-
port. Yet HEW imposed still another round of review; assurances that it
would be expeditious proved empty. Experiments critical for realizing the
practical and intellectual promise of recombinant DNA and for making risk
assessments have been held up for months.

Second, the authority to appoint RAC members has been transferred
from NIH to HEW. Contradicting its own definition of good process,
HEW considered new members without adequately consulting the scientific
public and in disregard of much of NIH’s advice. In response to NIH
urging and intervention by an alerted community, the most misguided
inclinations were finally corrected. These had included questioning the
qualifications of an eminent molecular biologist, himself one of the first to
call for caution; questioning the independence of NIH scientists serving as
RAC members; and consideration of individuals known to be intractably
opposed to the research. Nevertheless, the insensitivity of HEW to vital
issues is still apparent in the makeup of the new RAC. The RAC’s job will
be to advise the director of NIH on highly technical matters. The revised
Guidelines require that 20 percent of its members be nonscientists and that
major actions be published for comment before adoption. This should have
been sufficient to protect the public interest and still allow for the exper-
tise required to deal with scientific matters. But under recent proposals
the néew RAC (about 25 members) will have seven to nine (depending on
how one counts) nonscientists and only token representation in the mole-
cular biology of eukaryotes. In the absence of adequate expertise in rele-
vant areas and with a lack of sufficient distinguished scientific leadership,
it will be difficult for the reconstituted RAC to win respect for the Guide-
lines.

Lincoln Kirstein wrote, ‘‘Despite the populist politicians, certain crafts
must live by elitist criteria.””* He included science as one of those crafts.
When an egalitarian and humane society decides to support such a craft,
public officials have the delicate task of nurturing elitist criteria while pro-
tecting the general interest. In the present case the two are interdependent,
since safety depends on the diligence and therefore the confidence of indi-
vidual investigators. Neither scientific criteria nor the public interest has
been well served by HEW’s actions.—MAXINE F. SINGER

*New York Review of Books, 23 November 1978.




