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knew that on-site access to the chimps would 
facilitate his vaccine research. He wanted to 
improve the technique for growing HIV in 
chimp cells. Eventually he hoped to culture 
the virus in chimp macmphages-something 
that's never been done. He also hoped to 
develop a better animal model for AIDS. 

As part of his deal, Popovic stipulated that 
the university guarant& about 50% of his 
$85,000 salary and supply any equipment 
and reagents not provided for by grant fund- 
ing. Popovic also got permission to bring 
Suzanne Gartner, a retrovirologist, and a 
molecular biologist, Dale Smith, t o  
Alamogordo with him. And he was allowed 
to  bring visiting scientists from Japan, 
Czechoslovakia, and China. In the end, he 
says, "most of us were very positive about the 
decision." 

But landing Popovic and his group was 
only the most recent feather in Hobson's 
cap. Under his direction, the institute's staff 
grew h m  70 to 150, the number 0fPh.D.'~ 
from 5 to 15. Hobson served as principal 
investigator on grants to PRI worth more 
than $20 million. In addition, he had per- 
suaded Congress to provide $5 million for 
the construction of a new $46-million fad-  
ity that he had conceived and helped design. 

Small wonder, then, that ~ i b s o n  was 
rtotally shocked" by his dismissal. The rea- 
sons for it are still a matter of conjecture. 
Vice president Averett Tombes and NMSU 
president James Halligan say that, on the 
advice of counsel, they won't comment on 
Hobson's reassignment because it is a "per- 
sonnel matter." Hobson says they never told 
him why they'd done it, either. 

But not long &r Hobson got his letter 
from Tombes, word of a budget deficit at 
PRI began to spread. And in January, a 
month after Hobson was put on leave, the 
vice president of university relations released 
a list of grievances to the El Paso Times that 
put the blame for the deficit squarely on 
Hobson's shoulders. Since last December, 
the amount of the deficit reported by the 
university has varied from $700,000 to $2.2 
million, the latest figure. (The total PRI 
budget is about $6 million.) 

In interviews with Science, Hobson 
maintains that much of the defiat resulted 
from repeated mid-year changes in account- 
ing procedures beginning in 1988 rather 
than from actual losses. And. if there really 
was a deficit, he says, he wasn't given much 
chance to do anythmg about it. In January 
1989, not long after reports of the deficit 
surfaced, control over PRI finances was 
taken out of his hands by the university 
administration. That fall, he says, he made 
repeated requests in writing for the basic 
income and expenditure data needed to 
balance the PRI books as well as for meet- 

Blg dreams. Bill Hobson wanted PRI to be 
more than a contract research facility. 

ings with university administrators to talk 
about institute finances. He alleges that his 
requests were consistently deflected. 

Then, in October 1989, an internal audit 
of PRI accounting practices turned up $ 1.5 
million in losses that the university business 
office ascribes to charges inappropriately 
recorded against contracts and unreported 
cost overruns. Two months later Bill 
Hobson lost his job. 

Some people close to the scene--both on 
the PRI s t d a n d  outside it-think the uni- 
versity panicked at the prospect of the 
negative publicity that would follow the 
announcement of this deficit. There was a 
history of serious deficits at the school. In 
1988, the NMSU athletic department ran a 
deficit of almost $700,000, and the com- 
puting research lab reported a net loss of 
more than $500,000. The NMSU Coopera- 
tive Extension Service, which sponsors ag- 
ricultural research, had by 1988 accumu- 
lated a deficit of $1.2 million. 

"A lot of projects haven't worked out for 
the university," says state senator Maurice 
Hobson (no relation to the director). "They 
have no working capital left." 

"The problem is that the university busi- 
ness office was so badly mismanaged that 
they didn't know what was going on at PRI, 
and they interfered so badly with PRI that 
the people at PRI didn't know what was 
going on there, either," says agriculture 
professor Stan Smith. 

"Bill Hobson may have been used as a 
scapegoat," says Smith. "The man who 
brought in major funding to the institute 
has been summarily dismissed for reasons 
that no one has been able to clarify," he 
adds. "In relieving Bill Hobson, they've 
practically wiped out the research group out 
there. . . . If the institute is worth saving, 

then the pattern of administration that has 
been demonstrated over the past few months 
should be changed." 

In retrospect, the firing of Bill Hobson 
seems a bit like the fall of the 6rst domino. 
Each month since then has seemed to bring 
a new crisis, involving 6rst the PRI staff, 
then the university research council, then 
the board of regents, and finally the state 
government. 

A lot of the furor came from Hobson, 
who didn't take his dismissal lying down: he 
gave interviews to local papers and offered 
statements claiming his innocence in the 
budget mess. And many came to his defense. 
Following hearings in December, the uni- 
versity research council wrote a memoran- 
dum to president Halligan and vice president 
Tombes expressing the opinion that "with- 
out the scientific leadership of Dr. Hobson 
at this time, the research effort at PRI will be 
severely damaged." The council requested 
"that Dr. Hobson be allowed immediately 
to assume responsibility for the scientific 
oversight of PRI's operation." 

In January, 15 members of the institute's 
senior research staff, including nine Ph.D.'s 
and three D.V.M.'s, wrote to the NMSU 
board of regents to protest Hobson's dis- 
missal. And in his own letter to the board of 
regents, Mika Popovic wrote: "Bill Hobson 
showed himself to have the vision, leadership 
skills, and scientific understanding to main- 
tain an environment in which our research 
could be expected to make rapid progress." 

But that view wasn't universal. In January 
a group of 16 PRI employees signed a peti- 
tion backing the university's action in sus- 
pending Hobson. The petition was circu- 
lated by Brenda BiUhymer, head of the 
clinical laboratories at PRI. Billhymer's 
statements to Science seem to retlect the 
attitude of the employees there who carried 
out the contract research-an attitude quite 
different from that of the researchers. 

"The university has a right to replace 
directors. It doesn't disturb me," says 
Billhymer. "In our day-to-day workings, it 
really doesn't matter who the director is. 
They could hire King Kong for all I care, as 
long as I still have a job to come to." 

And this July the university's five-member 
board of regents voted to support the 
administration's action in dismissing 
Hobson. The regents did see a deficit, board 
chairman Donald Kidd said, and felt that 
was sufficient grounds for dismissal. 

The true reasons for Hobson's firing may 
never be l l l y  sorted out. But some observ- 
ers feel that the style of the firing-with its 
emphasis on finances-xems to point to a 
deeper problem at the university. Research 
universities everywhere today are faced with 
problems of financial constraint. But at 
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NMSU, insiders say, the emphasis on fi- 
nances seems to have created a dimate in 
which research could not be done at PRI. 
Mika Popovic puts this view graphically: 
"Up until March 1990, all I had heard was 
'science, science, science.' In March, all I 
heard was 'money, money, money.'" 

In May an assessment committee was con- 
vened at the behest of Senator Pete 
Domenici and Representative Joe Skeen to 
review the events at PRI. The committee, 
headed by Leonard Napolitano, dean of the 
University of New Mexico School of 
Medicine, and including researchers h m  
NCI, Harvard University, and Duke Univer- 
sity, conduded financial commitment was 
indeed crucial. In their report to Halligan in 
June, the committee said: "The committee 
was in unanimous agreement that dcvclop- 
ment of a basic research program at PRI 
could only be achieved by an infusion of 
funds h m  the university." 

That infusion has been ladring h m  the 
time that Popovic and Gartner arrived. 
Gartner says she didn't realize how scant 
PRI's resources were until she got there- 
and then spent the first 6 months trying to 
pull together a lab. For example, the P3 
containment facility housing the l a k -  
ranged according to government regulations 
to prevent escape of dangerous vectors- 
lacked the most rudimentary tools of the 
trade, she recalls; there were no vacuum 
pumps, no fume hoods, no liquid nitrogen 
freezers, and no emergency generators. 

To remedy these deficiencies, the research 
team turned to several expedients. Gartner 
asked her former colleagues at NIH to send 
her some supplies. Then, she says, "I even 
offered to purchase reagents out of my 
paycheck." But when she conveyed this to 
university vice president Tombes, he didn't 
take her seriously. "He thought I was a 
hysterical female. His attitude was, if we 
can't &rd it, you can't get it." 

Gradually, Gartncr and Popovic became 
dispirited: "Eventually I lost confidence in 
the university administration's intention to 
provide an environment conducive to basic 
research," Gartner says. "The final turning 
point was when I had my meeting with 
president Halligan." This key event occurred 
at the end of May and represented a last- 
ditch attempt by Gartner and Popovic to 
come to some reconciliation with the uni- 
versity. Gamer brought a list of questions 
about the lab's administration that she 
wanted Halligan to address. 

"As the meeting wore on I got the feeling 
that his understanding of what gocs on at 
PRI was minimal," she says. "He said he 
wanted a basic science laboratory, but that it 
had to be set up along the lines of their 
financial constraints. There was no way to 
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do science under the guidelines they were 
providing." 

Gartner describes NMSU's lack of insight 
as a cultural barrier. "They were contionted 
with a whole e r e n t  kind of person. They 
didn't realize how important our work is to 
us; they're not used to people who are 
willing to work on a project night and day. 
They don't understand our motivation." By 
July, she and Smith had left. 

NMSU still apparently wanted the basic 
research unit to continue--and wanted 

Flnanclal concerns. NMSU president 
James Halligan dismissed Hobson because 
of the &@it at PRI. 

Popovic to stay. Tombes had given him a 
glowing evaluation in March. And when his 
first anniversary rolled around, Popovic got 
a $7000 raise. But Popovic says that, at the 
same time, he was asked to cut costs in his 
department by 20%, which meant letting 
one of his people go. That didn't sit well 
with him. 'I had some b y  &lings around 
my stomach," Popovic says. "I had to get out." 

In his 28 June resignation letter to 
Tombes, Popovic said his decision was "a 
logical consequence of the regressive dcvcl- 
opments at PRI which started in the fill of 
1989 and culminated recently with the res- 
ignations of my key personnel." Among 
those developments, Popovic said, are the 
"weak research environment, lacking of key 
personnel and little financial support." 

And that's where the matter stands for 
now: a smoking crater where the basic- 
research component of PRI used to be. 
Whether NMSU can rescue the possibity 
of such a research facility depends on its 
degree of commitment. 

"I think it's udak to say that no one at 
NMSU understands basic research," says 
Bill Goodwin, associate scientific director of 

the Southwest Foundation fbr Biomedical 
Research. Goodwin has consulted for 
NMSU for more than a decade and was a 
member of the blue-ribbon panel that re- 
viewed the status of PRI in June. But, he 
adds, "you have to have a scientific staff to 
take full advantage of a facility. Right now, 
they don't have the staff. And the university 
must be willing to commit the money." 

Administrators Tombes and Halligan say 
they've signaled the sincerity of their in- 
tentions by hiring as PRI's new director the 
well-respected virologist Preston Marx h m  
the University of California at Davis. And 
they say they've created four tenure-track 
openings there, one of which will go to the 
new director. 
Marx, for his part, is bent on keeping PRI 

in the national eye. He has not succeeded in 
filling any of the institute's vacancies since 
he joined PRI in September, but says he 
feels optimistic about the recruitment e6 r t .  
"I saw the potential to develop something 
world-dass here," says Marx. "And I still see 
that potential. There's no reason why PRI 
can't function at least as well as the virology 
and immunology departments at other pri- 
mate centers." 

But asked if NMSU will cooperate by 
producing the financial or moral support 
needed to make PRI what he envisions, he 
hesitates. "I don't know yet," he says. "I'm 
just beginning to 6nd out." 
Marx says he doesn't expect NMSU to 

subsidize his ambition. He will require the 
institute's ficulty to bring in at least 75% of 
their funding from contracts and grants. 

"I think people may have a misperception 
that other major universities pour money 
into their primate centers. They don't," says 
Marx, who led the virology and immunol- 
ogy unit at the California Primate Research 
Center and brought $2-million worth of 
grants and contracts to PRI with him. Marx 
says many of the investigators at CPRC were 
100% self-supporting and that UC Davis's 
contribution to the center as a percentage of 
incoming funding was much less than what 
NMSU returns to PRI. 

But Stan Smith thinks the university ad- 
ministration could foil Marx's best efforts. 
"They said they were going to get rid of Bill 
Hobson and keep everything else running," 
he says. "But instead they've still got 
Hobson-and PRI's shutting down." 
(Hobson has been reassigned to administra- 
tive duties.) 

For the moment, PRI certainly hasn't 
shut down. But it doesn't have much in the 
way of an AIDS research component now. 
And, with the fight against AIDS at a uucial 
point, losing an on-site research program at 
PRI seems like a high price to pay in a' 
campus dispute. w K m  WRIGHT 
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