with anyone. I was charged to work with
any groups I could.”

William Lennarz, president of ASBMB
and chairman of biochemistry and cell biolo-
gy at the State University of New York at
Stony Brook, says he’s pleased with Kyros’
efforts and irritated with the ad hoc group:
“They’re implying that we’re undercutting
them because we’re these little kids who are
just asking for a little bit of money, where
we should be asking for the whole pie like
they are,” says Lennarz. “Their attitude is if
you’re not with us, you’re against us. And
that’s just not the case.”

Responds Scheman: “I think the strength
of the ad hoc group has been the extent to
which different organizations have been
willing to put aside their individual needs
and go along with a coalition.”

Physicists are also breaking ranks with
their umbrella lobbies. The Low Tempera-
ture Action Group, a band of materials
physicists led by Robert Hallock of the
University of Massachusetts, has joined with
the condensed matter physics division of the
American Physical Society to take their case
directly to Congress. The physicists believe
that the Superconducting Super Collider
will draw attention—and dollars—away
from small scientists. Coretech’s Kay says if
scientists feel mobilized to action by the
current funding pinch, that’s all for the
good: “We’re so far behind what some of
these investments ought to be that the Con-
gress has to have as much pressure on it as
possible to make up the difference. Individ-
ual projects or constituencies coming for-
ward and saying ‘we’re hurting’ is generally
supportive of that message.”

But Robert Park of the Washington office
of the American Physical Society says he’s
concerned about the condensed matter physi-
cists’ tactics. “They’re not content to plead
their own case, but they’re attacking other
programs, which is worrisome,” he says.

Although it is never easy to predict this
early in the year how a particular budget will
fare, the budget summit this week between
the White House and Congress could com-
pletely alter the financial landscape. At the
moment, the NIH has a good chance of
getting a substantial increase over the bud-
get the President requested. The House
budget resolution calls for an additional
$750 million above the President’s request
of $7.9 billion, and there should be another
$200 million or so for AIDS research.

Even after the summit, there will be a lot
of lobbying to do. If a new budget blueprint
emerges, the debate starts again on the
details. The budget battle only ends when
the President signs the appropriating legisla-
tion. Unless, of course, there are recisions.
It’s an endless struggle. m JOSEPH PALCA
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Genome Backlash Going Full Force

A grass roots effort is under way to stop the genome project, the $3-billion effort to
map and sequence the human genome. In a clearly orchestrated campaign, D. Allan
Bromley, the President’s science adviser, has been bombarded by more than 50 letters
from disgruntled biologists, most of them modeled on the same letter. So has William
Raub, acting director of the National Institutes of Health. Several congressmen are
also on the list. And a sccond letter from a handful of microbiologists is now out on
the Bitnet computer network, exhorting their colleagues to action—complete with a
sample letter to send to their congressmen. The two letter campaigns have been under
way for the past several months and are related in no small part to the funding squecze
at NIH (see page 803), though the protagonists argue larger principles as well.

“Mediocre science, terrible science policy,” begins the spirited letter by Martin
Rechsteiner, a biochemist at the University of Utah School of Medicine, who so far
has spent $400 of his own money on sending the letter to 500 scientists. Many of
them, in turn, have sent the missive on to Bromley and others in a sort of scientific
chain letter. Rechsteiner’s main gripe is that the genome project will divert funds from
the rest of biology. And he argues that the ultimate goal of the project, the complete
DNA sequence, just isn’t worth the money. Rechsteiner maintains that mapping to
find disease genes, a goal he does support, would continue without the genome

roject.

P licchstcincr got the idea for the letter at the November meeting of the American
Society of Cell Biologists, where he stood up and complained about the genome project.
“I got quite a round of applause,” says Rechsteiner, who is convinced that “there is a large
silent majority of scientists who are not really fond of the genome project.” He likens
NIH’s decision to also map and sequence the genomes of organisms such as yeast and
worm, which has garnered more support for the project, to “political maneuvers by
defense contractors to spread manufacturing among several states.”

Rechsteiner, whose letter went out in January, has so far received 70 responses
from fellow scientists, along with $25 to help defray the costs of distribution. Most
are letters of support. “I'm ahead in Nobel laureates 3 to 1,” he says.

Michael Syvanen, the author of the second letter, was spurred into action by many
of the same concerns, particularly the diversion of funds from more “diverse, inspired,
and problem-oriented research.” Syvanen, a bacterial geneticist at the University of
California, Davis, persuaded five colleagues to sign on and then mailed the letter to
100 scientists about 6 weeks ago. He put it on Bitnet in April. Syvanen got an
immediate response, also on Bitnet, from Elke Jordan, deputy director of the Center
for Human Genome Research at NIH, who wanted to correct the “serious inaccura-
cies” in the letter.

Rechsteiner also received a letter from Jordan and one from James Wyngaarden,
associate director for life sciences under Bromley in the Office of Science and
Technology Policy (OSTP), as well. Wyngaarden concedes that support for the
project is not unanimous and says that some of the issues Rechsteiner raises also
caused NIH to pause before embracing the project. But he then goes on to counter a
number of Rechsteiner’s assertions, as does Jordan in her letter.

For one, it is not clear that the money appropriated specifically for the genome
project would have gone to NIH otherwise, they say. Nor can the funding squeeze be
blamed on the genome project. Jordan instead blames the increase in the average
length and cost of research grants, among other things. Both Wyngaarden and Jordan
point out that about half of the genome budget will go to the investigator-initiated
science the two critics extol. Moreover, in the near term, most of those funds will be
spent on mapping and cloning—and not large-scale sequencing.

Rechsteiner and Syvanen deny that they acted because they are having trouble
getting their own work funded. Says Syvanen: “The signers all have productive labs
and have been funded, but we are not totally sccure about it. Were the critics swayed
by the responses from Wyngaarden and Jordan? “Not at all. I don’t agree with any of
it,” responds Syvanen. “The answer is no,” adds Rechsteiner. In fact, he is considering
sending his letter out to 10,000 more people, and will spend up to $3000 to do so.
Nor have the letters had a noticeable effect on federal thinking. At OSTP Wyngaarden
says, “We take the letter seriously but disagree. We see no reason not to go forward as
planned.” m LESLIE ROBERTS
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