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Allergy Gene Nothing 
to Sneeze at 

Two years ago when a Sunday 
Times of London headline about 
asthma genetics announced 
"British Breakthrough Likely to 
End Asthma Suffering," the Ox- 
ford researchers who made the 
breakthrough thought the news- 
paper was jumping the gun. The 
results were still quite prelimi- 
nary. However, in the June issue 
of Nature Genetics. the Oxford 
team announces that a mater- 
nallv-inherited defect in a kev 
immune component could pre- 
dispose one to allergic reactions 
like asthma. 

Geneticist William Cookson 
of the John Radcliffe Hospital 
and respiratory physician Julian 
Hopkin of the Churchill Hospi- 
tal in Oxford, along with Japa- 
nese collaborators. identified a 
gene on chromosome 11 linked 
to familial atopy-a condition 
involving elevated antibodies in 
the blood thought to cause the 
allergic reactions that result in 
asthma, hay fever, and eczema. 
Out of 60 asthmatic families, 10 
(17%) had a single mutation on 
chromosome 11 in the gene cod- 
ing for the immunoglobulin E 
(IgE) receptor. For people with 
allergies, these receptors are ac- 
tivated by IgE molecules covered 
with allergens like pollen grains. 
The receptors then trigger a mas- 
sive release of inflammatory com- 
pounds, causing itching, wheez- 
ing, and sneezing. 

Exactly how the mutation- 
which causes an alteration in a 
single amino acid-might influ- 
ence allergic reactions is un- " 
known. Nevertheless, molecu- 
lar biologist Hannah Gould of 
King's College London says the 
finding will help scientists de- 
termine how the receptor func- 
tions. Gould also sees a day when 
children could be screened for 
susceptibility to allergies. David 
Marsh of lohns Ho~kins  Medi- 
cal ~ c h o d l  is interested in the 
finding, but warns that the cause 
of atopy is likely to be very com- 
plex. That perspective, however, 
is unlikely to fire the imagina- 
tion of headline writers. 

academic year-with 
blacks showing the 
biggest drop-off (see 
chart). Minorities are 
joining the trend set 
by nonminority stu- 
dents, whose enroll- 
ment dropped from 
103,085 in 1982 to 
73,743 this year. 

Engineering Spurned But they're making a mistake 
by Minorities in doing so, claims physicist 

Enrollment by underrepresented George Campbell, president of 
minorities- in freshman engin- NACME, who says minorities 
eering courses at U.S. universi- are being scared off by news re- 
ties has taken a downturn after ports about shrinkage in defense 
steadily increasing since 1986, spending as well as downsizing in 
according to the National Ac- industry R&D. The fact is, notes 
tion Council for Minorities in Campbell, "engineering is still 
Engineering (NACME). Total about the best place to be." Un- 
enrollment dropped by 5.2% this employment among engineers is 

currently 3.8%, still just over half 
the national rate, and an engi- 
neering degree still commands 
the highest salary of any under- 
graduate degree, says Campbell. 

French Toxicologist 
Goes Temping 

It helps to have friends in high 
places. Beleaguered French toxi- 
cologist Andre Cicolella has a 
new job, thanks to French in- 
dustry minister Gerard Longuet. 
The minister found the out-of- 
work Cicolella a spot at the In- 
stitut National de 1'Environne- 
ment et des Risques Industriels 
(INERIS), but the work is not in 
his specialty-glycol ethers. 

High-level officials don't of- 
ten act as employment agents 
for scientists, but Cicolella is a 
special case. He was suspended 
from his post at the Institut Na- 
tional de Recherche et de S6- 
curit6 (INRS) for "insubordi- 
nation" in late April on the eve 
of an international glycol ether 
symposium he had organized 
(Science, 20 May, p. 1076). An 
internal review panel cleared him 
on 9 May, but INRS director- 
general Dominique Moyen fired 
Cicolella on 10 May amid rumors 
that the INRS administration 
was squelching findings on the 
hazards of glycol ethers, used to 
manufacture semiconductors. 

Symposium participants pro- 
tested by refusing to publish their 
papers in the meetings' proceed- 
ings. INRS officials offered to 
publish the papers in French in 
the agency's internal review bulle- 
tin or contribute 100,000 francs 
($18,000) for independent pub- 
lication. Bryan Hardin, chair of 
the symposium in Cicolella's ab- 
sence and an assistant director 
of the U.S. National Institute 
for Occupational Safety and 
Health, says,"I intend to accept 
the second offer." 

During the appeal process for 
reinstatement at INRS, Cicol- 
ella is glad to have a job--even 
if the duties haven't been de- 
fined. Fortunately, he hasn't had 
to move far: His new office in 
Nancy, France, is just around the 
comer from his old office. 
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