LETTERS

Organ Donation

Gina Kolata’s article ‘‘Organ shortage
clouds new transplant era’” (News and
Comment, 1 July, p. 32) gives the im-
pression that I favor shifting from the
present ‘‘opting-in’’ system for organ
donation under the Uniform Anatomical
Gift Act (UAGA) to an ‘‘opting-out”
system, under which organs are taken
unless people have registered their ob-
jection during their lifetimes. In fact, I
said that the UAGA and the Uniform
Determination of Death Act provided
‘‘an excellent legal framework for dona-
tions.”” Further, I told a House subcom-
mittee:

I would, therefore, urge you to lend your
support to efforts by private, state and federal
groups to publicize the UAGA so as to pre-

serve the great ethical as well as social values
in voluntary donation.

Moreover, I doubted that adequate
legal justification could be found for
a system of mandatory organ removal
even if donation continues at its current
inadequate levels, so in saying that at
most I could see an amendment to the
UAGA to shift to opting-out, I was cer-
tainly not favoring this position. Data
presented at the hearing—indicating that
people are more willing to donate their
relatives’ organs at the time of death
than to commit their own during their
lifetime—suggest to me that opting-out
laws might actually backfire.

Finally, the thrust of my testimony, as
reported in news accounts and editorials
at the time, was to say that the greatest
problem we face now is an uncoordinat-
ed system, without adequate encourage-
ment to physicians on a routine basis,
which leads to a very inappropriate, un-
dignified, and unfair situation in which
transplants occur for those patients
whose families are able to capture public
attention through the media.

ALEXANDER MORGAN CAPRON
Georgetown University Law Center,
Washington, D.C. 20001

Crop Germplasm Conservation

D. L. Plucknett et al., in their article
“Crop germplasm conservation and de-
veloping countries’’ (8 Apr., p. 163),
provide a useful overview of the devel-
opment and status of national and inter-
natiohal gene banks. However, the arti-
cle does not address a number of impor-
tant issues that are encompassed by its
title. These relate to dissatisfactions with
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the current system and to recommenda-
tions for a broader conception and ap-
proach to crop germplasm conservation.

While everyone agrees that, in princi-
ple, crop germplasm should be made
available to all bona fide workers, there
have been examples of selective national
embargoes from major collections. This,
combined with the perception on the part
of many developing countries that the
most important gene banks are located in
the developed countries, led to the pas-
sage of two controversial resolutions at
the November 1981 meeting of the Food
and Agriculture Organization (FAO).
These called for (i) the preparation of a
draft international convention to guaran-
tee the availability and free exchange of
crop germplasm and (ii) a plan to estab-
lish an international gene bank under the
auspices and cortrol of the FAO, which
is seen to be more responsive to the
needs and demands of the developing
countries than the World Bank and the
Consultative Group on International Ag-
ricultural Research.

Many developing countries fear that
agriculturally related developments in
genetic engineering will be monopolized
by large multinational corporations.
Their combination of scientific and tech-
nological expertise, the extensive pur-
chases they have made of private seed
companies over the past decade, and
their successful efforts in a number of
developed countries to obtain patent-like
protection for new seed varieties make
this a possibility to be carefully watched.
In addition, these developments make
the establishment of any international
system for the full and free exchange of
crop germplasm much more difficult.

While gene banks are a clear necessi-
ty, they do entail various risks, such as
disease infections or even losing a collec-
tion through loss of power or other tech-
nical failures. Other weaknesses include
the removal of seeds from the selective
pressures of naturally mutating plant dis-
eases and pests, genetic drift, and the
loss of invaluable information on the
habitats and cultural practices associated
with particular cultivars (/). World Con-
servation Strategy (2), while recognizing
the great importance of gene banks, sees
them as only the tip of the genetic con-
servation iceberg and calls for extensive
in situ programs (where traditional culti-
vars and their wild relatives would be
maintained on site or in protected areas).
Finally, World Conservation Strategy
stresses that, to conserve biological and
genetic diversity adequately, both devel-
opment priorities and their implementing
land and water use plans will have to be
rethought and reworked.

While the International Board for
Plant Genetic Resources (IBPGR) has
recognized the need to conserve the wild
relatives of agricultural crops in natural
preserves (3), the authors of the study
which IBPGR commissioned on this
matter suggest a broader approach that
would also include the conservation of
various land races and their weed rela-
tives in traditional agroecosystems (4).
In spite of the difficulties that would be
involved, this is consistent with the com-
prehensive approach called for by
World Conservation Strategy. It is to be
hoped that the international community
will devote proportionally as many re-
sources and as much effort to these larg-
er in situ needs and issues as to ex situ
approaches to crop germplasm conserva-
tion.

KENNETH A. DAHLBERG
Department of Political Science,
Western Michigan University,
Kalamazoo 49008
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Although a free exchange policy for
crop germplasm is the ideal, occasionally
materials do not move as freely as would
be desired. In some cases, this is be-
cause accessions are held in long-term
gene banks where materials are rarely
disturbed. There is a common miscon-
ception that all gene banks, even those
designed for long-term storage, are in-
volved in germplasm exchange. Often
budgetary constraints result in shortages
of seeds for exchange or in reduced staff
for handling. Also, samples of tropical
cash crops are sometimes not exchanged
freely because of restrictions placed on
their movement by local governments.
On the other hand, accessions of food
crops in short- and medium-term germ-
plasm collections are rarely held back,
and food crop germplasm generally
moves freely between scientists. The
gene banks of the Consultative Group on
International Agricultural Research are
apolitical, and the international agricul-
tural research centers attempt to fulfill
all requests for materials. The issue of
whether a gene bank should be operated
by the Food and Agricultural Organiza-
tion of the United Nations is under study
by various international and national or-
ganizations, and we prefer not to com-
ment on the matter.

Breakthroughs in genetic engineering
are eventually likely to improve crop
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