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LETTERS 
Basic Biomedical Research 

As the Ranking Republican on the House 
Appropriations Subcommittee on Labor, 
Health and Human Services, and Educa- 
tion, which funds the National Institutes of 
Health (NIH), and as a strong supporter of 
NIH, I was extremely pleased to read the 7 
October Policy Forum "The role of bio- 
medical research in health care reform" by 
M. W. Kirschner et al. (p. 49) .  Count me 
among those who wholeheartedly agree 
that basic biomedical research is vital to 
health care reform and that funding this 
research is an important responsibility of 
the federal government. 

The Policv Forum echoes arguments I 
have made duiing consideration 07 the NIH 
budget during the last 2 years. Until the sci- 
entific community and, by extension, the 
American people, clearly understand and ar- 
ticulate the real value of biomedical research, 
Congress will continue to beggar NIH fund- 
ing and will fail to incorporate biomedical 
research as a significant component of 
health care reform. As a result, we may miss 
unprecedented opportunities to dramatically 
improve the practice of medicine and the 
quality of life in the United States. 

As Kirschner et al. demonstrate, research 
dramatically improves our abilities to pro- 
vide better treatment and cures for patients, 
as well as to prevent and contain disease 
through behavior, vaccines, and early diag- 
nosis. However, biomedical research also of- 
fers economic and geopolitical benefits. 
America's investment in this research has 
made us the world leader in the field. Gov- 
ernment-funded research sumorts hundreds . . 
of thousands of high-paying, high-skill 
iobs-those most coveted in our economv. 
In addition, biomedical research supports a 
~rivate sector industrv that also leads the 
Lorld in innovation ahd is the envy of the 
European Union, among others. Finally, fed- 
eral research investment provided the break- 
throughs in structural biology that undergird 
the biotechnology industry-one of the fast- 
est growing in this country and one that 
provides a positive balance of trade. 

The bottom line is that our investment 
in biomedical research provides broad sup- 
port for our economy and is a key to our 
future world leaders hi^ and our com~eti-  
tiveness in an increasingly global economy. 

John Edward Porter 
House of Representatives, 

Congress of the United States, 
Washington, DC 205 15-1 3 10, U S A  

The Policy Forum by Kirschner et al ,  con- 
tributes little to the problem of health care 
reform. Investment in any industry pro- 
duces growth. There is neither reason nor 
historical precedent for expecting the 
health industry to differ from consumer 
electronics, automobiles, or computers. 
Investment and innovation certainly de- 
crease costs (the price of a 12-inch black 
and white TV or a simple hand calculator 
is dramatically less than when those prod- 
ucts first appeared), but the industries 
have mushroomed nevertheless. The ex- 
amples cited by Kirschner et al. are of the 
same sort; thev ~ rov ide  no basis for ex- . . 
pecting lower health care costs. 

The effect of investment on growth 
may not be as inexorable as the second law 
of thermodynamics, but it will require far 
more than a few pious words about 
"skewed incentives" to make health care 
intrinsicallv different from other indus- 
tries.  either avarice nor villainy are re- 
uuired for scientific advances to result in 
higher total revenues. We have only the 
irony that industrial growth, sought in 
other economic sectors, is an undesireable 
cost in the health sector. 

If we are to develop a reasonable health 
care system, we must accept the obvious 
facts. Doctors cannot cure every disease. 
Medicine does not save lives, it only post- 
pones death. 

Kenneth W. Gentle 
Department of Physics, 

University of Texas,  
Austin, T X  7871 2,  U S A  

Kirschner et al. Dromote biomedical re- 
search as a key soiution for the health care 
crisis, apparently without considering that 
research policy may be part of the problem. 
Few would argue against the value of basic 
research in medicine, but its organization 
should be examined as critically as that of 
medical practice. Cost savings from tuber- 
culosis treatment may reflect general im- 
provements in public health rather than 
research impact, and cost analyses must 
consider shifts from acute to chronic disease 
treatment with a "cradle to grave" perspec- 
tive. Indeed, the 200,000 national deaths 
from AIDS, increasing numbers of resistant 
bacteria, and the refractory toll of cancer 
make this an odd time to glorify research 
results. 

Are not new insights rather than appli- 
cations the greatest gifts of research? Paral- 
lels can be drawn between a research system 
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h c ;~ l th  care system that ignores indiviil~l;ll 
needs. T h e w  i ohsession with technology 
in both ;Ireas, with ;lm;llg;lm;~tion into large 
1,lboratories t)r hospital netivorks. There  is 
11niler-ap13rcci;ltim of clinic;~l perspective. 
Scarcity of true clinicinns as grant rcvic~vcrs 
or recipients ;I[ the  N;ition;ll Institi~tes of 
tIc;llth (E.  M;~rsln;lll, News & (:c)mment, 1 
July, 13. 20) is par,llleled by 111;in;lge~I care 
5ystcms th,it iiIIo\v mcciical triaqe Iiy Iyurcnu- 
crats. Other  p;lrallels incluilc, increasing 
corr~lption, sacrifice of scholarshil> ti)r mon- 
etary conccxrns, ; lnJ low prioritii.5 f i r  teach- 
ing in high-\.olumc research in.;titutc.s or 
care systenla. 

Whi l e  most ;igrcc that  rcsc;lrch ;unil 
i lc\ .elop~nent cleaer\.c a greater ah ,~ re  of 
he;ilth care rcsollrces, rcsc:trch refi)rms 
sho~ l ld  he c o l ~ s i ~ l ~ r e ~ l  in  i~ n;lrion that  en -  
gages in hci~rt-lung transplants \chile its 
~ ~ n v a c c i n ; ~ r c d  citizens dic of m c ; ~ s l c ~ .  W h v  
are some invc~atigntc~rs allo~vcd to  garner 
multiple gr;lnrs \vith ,iilclition;~l pcrql~isites 
through center  ,111~1 progr;lnl project 
a\variIsl WouIcI litnits on the  nurnl'cr of 
grunts per invcstig;ltor restore ;I focus on 
iilcas anil integrity rather th;ln money, 
papers, and technology? Whilr is t h e  opti- 
tnal hnl;lncc Iic,t~veen hasic ; ~ n ~ l  applieil 
I~iotneil ic,~l rcse;lrch! Pcrhaph the  h\.pcrhc~- , . 
Ie of gentx thcr ;~py shoulJ rccci\.c Icsb em- 
phasis and clclivcry of existing rrc,l tmt~nts 
shoulil receive more 11 ). ~, 

T h e  view from my clinic incluilcs tn;lny 
shortcomincs in heal th  care that  tran- 
sccnJ  ilcficicncics in kno\vlc~igc. I see 
groiving rcl~crtoirc of preventi\.c tests or 
treatments th,lt p;lticnts ha\.e n o  nncS;ln.: to 
p;iy for. I see pilrcnts forccil t o  misrepre- 
sent i1iilgnosc.a ; inJ even to  rcvc~k' guaril- 
ianhhip in orilcr t o  retain Iicnefits t;.~r 
their  children. 1 scc rcscarch l>cncfits ili- 
verteil to\v,lr~l p r c ~ c e ~ l ~ ~ r e s  such ; la  cosmetic 
surgery that  enrich physicians mi1 rc\v;lrd 
t h e  privilegcil. 1 see latvyers p;~r;lsitiring 
cilrc fc~r i111scrulx1lo~is rcwarils ancl the  cro- 
sion of scicncc l ~ y  "experts" ~'110 enilorsc 
their  chicanery. A n d ,  unlike Kirschncr 
ct 111.. 1 see ;I liio~ncdical rcscarch indu\trv 
that  is cnthr;lllccl hy technology, i nh tua t -  
cd with ~ ~ r o f i t s ,  d i s c ~ ~ ~ n e c t c ~ l  from its 
clinical roc~ts, and as nccily of reform ;IS 

t he  t ~ ~ c i l i c ; ~ l  care system it is suppc~sed to  
enlighten. 

Solder N. Wilson 
I)itisi,.)n of l'edicltric (;cnctics 

(old Met~lbolisin , 
S o ~ ~ t h ~ ' e . s t ~ ' r n  Mc~di~.cil Center, 

L'niz'ersity of TL,XLIS, 
l)c~llu.s, TX 75235-9063, L'SA 
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Career Issues 

1 \v;ls clistl~rllcil l>y (:onsr:lncc HolLlen's rc- 
ccnt article "'4 quick guiilc to job-hunting," 
\vhich i1ppcareJ in the  (:,~rccrs isrlic of Sci- 
ence ( 2 3  Sept., p. 1932) and f;;iturcxl my 
pict~lrc n i t h  ;I ~ l u c ~ t c  ;itrrihutcil to Ine th;lt 
l 1 ; 1 ~ 1  hccn taken otrt of contest .  

In March 1994. I was conr;tcrcil hv 
Holilcn, ~ v h o  1v~5 cloinc research fix ,In 
article to  amcar  in the  (:;lrccrs issue. Hold- . 
c,n initi,llly cont;lcrcil me l~ccause of my role 
aa the  ;iilministr;ttc~r of the  Young Sci'n- 
rists' Nct~vork (YSN).  W e  ilisc~~sseil YSN , ~ t  
length ;]nil its role in ;iililressing issues fiic- 
ing acictltists and engineers \vho arc trying 
to hegin their careers. 

This hrouzht Holclcn r ~ )  ~ s k  ahour tnv 
cilrccr. 1 reli~teil to H o l ~ l c n  ho\v iinil \vhy 1 
clcciilecl to leave ~7lnvaica and ho\v I h;lL1 . , 
III:III;I,~CI~ to  lnakc the transition to tno1c.c- 
ul;lr ccnrtics. 1 tolil her ; ~ h o i ~ t  t he  S~cc i ; l l  
Elnphasis Rese:lrcln (:,lrccr A~varil  I rc- 
cci\ .c~l from the  Ni~tionill Center for Hu- 
man (;cnonnc Rc\c ;~rch of the Nar ion;~l  In- 
5titurcs of Hc i~ l th ,  ,In ;l\varLi ~ l e s i ~ n c d  to  
;lrrr;lct people fro111 engineering ;lnJ the  
physic;11 sciences to  \vork on the Hurn;ln 
C;tmorne Proiect. 1)urinc the  2 Years th;lt I 
h ; l~l  hccn i v o r k i n ~  in the  Human Genome 
(:enter at  the Salk lnsritiirc, I p~~h l i ihc i l  t\vo 
p;~pcrs anil s~lhlni t tc~l  ;I numher of others. 

Holilen askeil mc if I \vcn~lil e\.cr consid- 
er a return to  nlnvsics. I rolil hcr. "l'\,c hccn 

L ? 

Lloit~g Iiiology for the past 2 ycars, and ev- 
crything I've puhlishecl h;ls heen in Iliology. 
Who'.s going to offer me a j o l ~  in physics! As 
far ;ls physics is conccrnc~il, I h,l\.cn'r liul>- 
l ishc~l ilnything in 2 yc%,~n." 

Unti)rti~nately, w.h;ir ;ipliCarcd \v;~s only 
one , ~ n ~ l  one-half of the  I;lst t\vo sentences, 
"Who's going to offc\r me a joh in physica? I 
haven't p~lblisheil ;lnything in 2 ycars." 
T I '  ' . '  

115 1s s~mply not  ,I true sr;lrcmcnr  nil not 
a t  i l l 1  representative of the con\.en;ltion I 
h, i~I \vith Holcicn. 

1 ;un pro1i~1 of 111y puhlicatic~n rccoril 
horh in physics nnc1 hiology. 1 ;in1 11;lppy t c ~  
dcscrihe my expericnccs ;IS a \vay o t  illus- 
tr;lrinc the clifficult ioli market t h ~ t  to~lav's 
young scientists face. 1 ;IIII, ho\vc\.cr, cmli;~r- 
r;isscil hv the  1n;lnnc.r in which I \vas rxr- 
tr;lyccl in Science. 

John Quackenbush 
Stanfortl Htlmcm Cienoine (:cntcr, 

Stcinfi~rel Lniz'ersity I )~>\~lr t in<nt  of (.;cnctics, 
8.55 C:ctlifotnia ,418~~n~1c,  

l'ctlo ,41t1~. (1'4 943~74. L,'SA 

I ;Itn concernccl ; I I > O L I ~  the \vay career rc;lli- 
tics facing our nation's y c ~ ~ ~ n g  scientist5 n'crc 
Prcbental in the  (:;lrc.ers issue of Scio~cc. It 
appc;lrs that thcrc \\.;I, ~ l n  iitretnpr tt) mini- 
mize the bleak 5ir11;itit)n \vith regarcl to the 
~ i r ~ ~ s p c c t s  o t  oht;lining long-term cmliloy- 
mcnt ;IS ;I scientist ;tftcr the 1'h.l). is c%;~rneil. 




