MIT Tenure Case Heads for Trial

A bitter tenure dispute at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology is headed for the
courtroom after 4 years of preliminary legal
skirmishing. Earlier this month, Judge Rob-
ert J. Hallisey of the Massachusetts Superior
Court ruled that there are sufficient grounds
to hold a trial on a charge brought by
historian of science David Noble. Noble
claims that MIT unfairly denied him tenure
in 1984 because he had been outspoken in
his criticism of MIT’s links with industry.

The judge’s ruling is prompting concern
in the university because Hallisey’s written
opinion contains a wealth of detail that MIT
and its lawyers had been striving to keep
under wraps. The university has argued that
all sensitive materials in the case should be
sealed because its tenure review processes
would be undermined if confidential files
are made public whenever tenure decisions
are challenged. Though the files themselves
are still secret, some of the information they
contain is now in the public record. Hallisey
reports, for example, that a review commit-
tee unanimously voted to recommend No-
ble for tenure only to be overruled in a split
vote by Noble’s colleagues in the Science,
Technology, and Society (STS) program.

Noble, who is currently a tenured profes-
sor of history at Drexel University in Phila-
delphia, filed suit against MIT in September
1986. His suit, which gained widespread
attention at the time (Science, 26 September
1986, p. 1380), contained nine separate
counts, including charges that the university
was guilty of breach of contract and of
infringing on his civil rights.

In his ruling, which came on a pretrial
motion brought by MIT, Judge Hallisey
threw out eight of the nine counts. But he
sent the breach of contract charge on to trial
and suggested that it is the central item in
the case. The issue: did MIT properly follow
its tenure review procedures, or, as Noble
charges, did it stack the deck against him
because of his political activities?

Noble clearly did not endear himself to
the MIT administration during his 6 years as
an untenured professor there. He spoke out
at faculty meetings and wrote many articles
sharply criticizing corporate influence on
the university. He also vigorously opposed
the establishment of the Whitehead Insti-
tute, claiming that it had the potential for
turning publicly funded research at MIT
into private profits. And on top of all this,
Noble’s personal style has often been de-
scribed as abrasive.

But Noble had also received widespread
academic notice, largely through his first
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book, America by Design, which was pub-
lished in 1977. A four-member tenure re-
view committee found his academic record
was strong enough that it voted unanimous-
ly on 3 February 1984 to recommend Noble
for tenure. Five days later, however, faculty
members of the STS program voted five to
four against Noble’s candidacy. STS pro-
gram chairman Carl Kaysen then effectively
ended the process by declining to send the
case on to the next level of review.

Noble charges that the process was flawed
on at least four grounds: (i) an MIT profes-
sor whose work was challenged in a 1984
book Noble wrote was included among the
evaluators of Noble’s work; (ii) the views of
one of Noble’s critics were assiduously
sought, while little attempt was made to
contact another professor who had previ-
ously given Noble’s work favorable reviews;
(iii) the faculty committee held two of its
three meetings on Noble’s tenure before the
tenure review committee had reported its
favorable judgment; (iv) Noble’s journalistic
work—much of it highly political—was con-
sidered along with his scholarly work.

Michael Sheetz, a lawyer with the Boston
firm of Palmer and Dodge, which is repre-
senting MIT, argues that “there was nothing
improper at all in the review of Noble’s
tenure.” MITs tenure policies allow for a
broad range of procedures and permit the
inclusion of considerations ranging from a

Public fight. David Noble’s charges have been
made public in a pretrial ruling.

candidate’s academic record to his or her
“collegiality,” says Sheetz. In fact, MIT’s
lawyers are expected to make an issue of
Noble’s alleged abrasiveness, since the uni-
versity’s policies and procedures manual in-
cludes among the attributes of staff members
a “willingness to work in cooperation with
other departments in promoting the work
and welfare of the Institute as a whole.”
The matter will now end up in the court-
room—probably by the end of the year—
unless there is a pre-trial settlement, which
now seems unlikely. Indeed “we passionate-
ly want to get into court,” says Leonard
Minsky of the National Coalition of Univer-
sities in the Public Interest, which is sup-
porting Noble. @ CoLiN NORMAN

Call for Environment Institutes

The National Institutes of Health spends
$5.5 billion a year on human health. But the
government allots only a minuscule fraction
of that amount to research on the health of
the human environment. Now come two
university-based ecologists who, in a rare
show of grassroots initiative from the biolo-
gy community, want to do something about
that. They are spearheading a movement
among their colleagues aimed at the estab-
lishment of a “National Institutes for the
Environment” modeled on the NIH.

The two scientists, Stephen P. Hubbell of
Princeton University and Henry F. Howe of
the University of Illinois at Chicago, con-
ceived the idea several years ago when both
were on the faculty at the University of
Iowa. In the past year, Hubbell has been
traveling around the country drumming up
support from coll . The Committee
for the National Institute for the Environ-
ment now has about 150 biologists, ecolo-
gists, and environmentalists on board—in-

cluding such heavy hitters as former Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency (EPA) chief
William D. Ruckelshaus, biologist Thomas
Lovejoy of the Smithsonian Institution, Ste-
phen H. Schneider of the National Center
for Atmospheric Research, Harvard biolo-
gist E. O. Wilson, and World Resources
Institute president Gustave Speth.

Hubbell and Howe’s latest venue for the
presentation of their idea was a 21 March
hearing held by Representative James
Scheuer (D-NY), chairman of the House
Science Committee’s natural resources and
environment subcommittee. Hubbell de-
scribed their vision of five institutes spend-
ing a total of $500 million a year: $400
million a year to fund extramural research
on biotic resources, sustainable resources,
ecosystem management, human environ-
ments, and climate change; $50 million for
intramural activities, including information
management and public education; and $50
million more for a program of graduate
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fellowships and grants.

There are reasons why the biology com-
munity sees the need for such a collection of
institutes. The manpower situation is grim,
Hubbell testified at the hearing: “There are
24 times as many health-related researchers
as environmental scientists.” Biology depart-
ments are being co-opted by molecular biol-
ogists, while whole organism biology, ecol-
ogy, and systematics have fallen on hard
times. “Ecology nationwide is dying for lack
of money,” said Hubbell. “We’re not train-
ing anyone to do the job. The Princeton
molecular biology department brings in
more money for health-related research than
is spent by the National Science Foundation
on ecology nationwide.”

Witnesses explained that the federal fund-
ing scene is riddled with gaps and that no
single agency sponsors the kind of research
that is needed. The EPA’s research is too
short term, NSF is too basic, and the Na-
tional Oceanic and Atmospheric Adminis-
tration is not into biology.

The NIE concept is by far the most
ambitious of several proposals now circulat-
ing around Washington designed to address
the growing need for policy-relevant re-
search on the environment. The EPA is
looking into recommendations made by a
task force in 1988, which include the estab-
lishment of an Environmental Research In-
stitute and a doubling of its current R&D
budget of $56 million. Representative
James Saxton (R—NJ) has introduced a bill
that would set up a commission to study a
national institute of environmental research.
The House science committee is currently
drafting a bill proposing some sort of envi-
ronmental institute.

At Scheuer’s hearing, officials from EPA,
NOAA, and the Council on Environmental
Quality expressed strong reservations about
the institute proposals, saying they were
“duplicative” and that, while there are gaps
in research, more thought is needed before
big changes are made. Scheuer dismissed
these reservations as “meaningless pap.”

Definitive action on the environmental
institute proposals is not likely until after
EPA has been elevated into a Cabinet-level
Department of the Environment. Both
houses have passed measures calling for that
change, and managers of the legislation have
said they want to get final action by Earth
Day, which will celebrate its 20th anniversa-
ry on 22 April. Scheuer’s hearing has already
produced one development: he, Saxton, and
committee chairman Robert Roe (D-NJ)
are proposing an amendment to the House
bill that would call on the National Acade-
my of Sciences to study the feasibility of a
national environmental research institute.
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Bacteria Effective in Alaska Cleanup

A year after the Exxon Valdez dumped its cargo into Prince William Sound, oil-soaked
beaches that were treated with an experimental cleanup technique are beginning to
return to normal. Indeed, the technique has turned out to be so effective that even
some of the scientists who helped develop it are expressing surprise.

Last summer, in a $10-million experiment, Exxon researchers sprayed some 70
miles of beaches around Prince William Sound with a fertilizer called Inipol that was
developed in the early 1980s by the French petroleum company EIf Aquitaine. The
goal: to stimulate the growth of naturally occurring bacteria known to have an
appetite for hydrocarbons. It was the biggest test ever conducted of the use of bacteria
to clean up an oil spill (Science, 18 August 1989, p. 704).

Though nobody is touting the technique as a cure for every oil-fouled beach,
preliminary surveys conducted last summer by the Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA), which is participating in the test, indicated that the sprayed beaches showed
dramatic improvement compared to untreated arecas—usually within 15 days. Now
laboratory tests performed this winter have provided detailed support for these
observations.

For example, scientists found two orders of magnitude greater microbial counts on
beaches soon after they were treated than existed in untreated areas. And the effect
lasted, with elevated levels of oil-degrading bacteria persisting 5 months after
spraying, according to Russell R. Chianelli, senior research associate at Exxon
Research and Engineering Company. Best of all, the bacteria turned out to have a
much greater appetite for oil than anyone had imagined, says Chianelli. In fact, EPA’s
and Exxon’s data collection efforts were initially hampered because the organisms
even attacked some compounds in the crude oil that researchers were hoping to use as
long-term markers for statistical analyses.

Still to be determined is how effective the technique is in digesting oil that has
penetrated porous stone or migrated below the surface of pebble beaches. EPA and
Exxon researchers say the fertilizer seems to be stimulating increased degradation to
depths of about 1 foot, but biological activity there may occur at a slower rate.
Chianelli reports, however, that preliminary tests indicate that oil beneath surface
rocks was consumed by microorganisms in about 40 to 50 days.

As for toxic effects, so far no significant impact has been seen in mussel larvae and
oyster larvae, says Hap H. Pritchard, a microbial ecologist with EPA. Nor did the
chemicals simply dissolve oil on the beaches and cause it to run off into the sound, as
some researchers had feared, says Pritchard.

All this makes one of the originators of the technique—Ronald M. Atlas, a
professor of biology at the University of Louisville, who first experimented with
fertilizer formulations similar to Inipol in the late 1960s—ecstatic. Currently working
as a consultant for Exxon on the cleanup, Atlas says “There were more dramatic
surface results than anyone had predicted.”

But while these results are encouraging, EPA officials are quick to point out that the
method is not a magic, cheap solution nor a cure-all for oil spills. Every beach that was
treated first had to be hosed down to disperse the oil across the surface of the beach
before the fertilizer was applied. The technique also is not likely to be useful on rocky
portions of the 1089 miles of Alaska shoreline contaminated by oil because the
fertilizer solution will not cling to vertical surfaces. This could also limit the usefulness
of the technique on steeply sloping beaches, EPA officials say. Furthermore, the level
of biological activity declines with cold weather—by some 75% just as biologists
expected. Quantifying the effects of biological degradation particularly in winter is
difficult because of increased physical washing that results from wave action.

Nevertheless, the treatment strategy has worked well enough for Exxon to continue
to experiment. This summer the company is expected to expand the use of fertilizers
into additional parts of Prince William Sound. It also has spurred the American
Petroleum Institute to step up research on bacterial scouring. Moreover, Atlas
predicts that the results will trigger a wave of new research by oil companies, EPA,
and universities to better understand how shoreline microorganisms break down oil.
It could also stimulate interest in developing more advanced bioremediation methods
for dealing with oil spills on land as well as along coastlines. ~ m MARK CRAWFORD
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