
Insurance Bill to 
Protect Gene Data? 

The campaign to prevent insur- 
ance companies from using genetic 
test results to deny people health 
coverage seems to be making some 
headway in Congress: In March, 
the House approved a medical 
insurance reform bill barring such 
discrimination. And the Senate 
this week passed an insurance bill 
containing some of the provisions. 

The House's plan would ban 
health insurers from obtaining a 
person's genetic data without 
authorization, and it would pro- 
hibit companies from treating ge- 
netic dormation as evidence of 
a "pre-existing condition" and us- 
ing this as a basis for denying cov- 
erage. And last week during a 
Senate debate, Senators Nancy 
Kassebaum (R-KS) and Edward 
Kennedy (ILMA) amended their 
insurance bid to bar employer-based 
plans from denying coverage based 
on genetic data-a change approved 
by the full Senate this week. 

Wendy McGoodwin of the 
Council for Responsible Genet- 
ics in Boston calls the bills "a step 
in the right direction," although 
she notes they apply only to people 
changing jobs. A House-Senate 
panel must now decide which pro- 
visions to include in a final bill. 
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The Family Privacy Protec- 
tion Act, which was passed by the 
House a year ago, would bar re- 
searchers from surveying minors 
about risky behaviors without 
first getting their parents' written 
permission (Science, 15 Decem- 
ber 1995, p. 1747). Last week 
Senator John Glenn ( D O H )  
introduced an amendment in a 
committee for a less restrictive 
bill, but it was voted down. 

The bill is expected to be de- 
bated on the Senate floor in a 
few weeks and could pass with the 
survey limitations unchanged, 
says the American Psychological 
Association's Pat Kobor. Research 
groups, she adds, are scrambling 
to impress on senators "why this 
could have unintended negative 
consequences" and are urging 
them to put off action. 
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I Colleges, have filed amicus curiae briefs supporting UAB. 

Green Bill Reconciles 
Polar Opposites 

The National Science Foundation 
(NSF) and environmental groups 
have reconciled their differences 
over protecting the Antarctic en- 
vironment, ending a 3-year battle 
and paving the way toward pas- 
sage of a bill that would imple- 
ment a 1991 international treatv. 
The only remaining U.S. road- 
block, say congressional sponsors, 
is a crowded legislative calendar. 

"I know of no controversy on 
this bill," declared Representative 
Robert Walker (R-PA), chair of 
the House science committee, 
before a hearing last week on H.R. 
3060, the Antarctic Environmen- 
tal Protection Act he introduced 
last month. "I think we can move 
quickly through the House, but I 
could use some help lighting a 
fire under the Senate." A Senate 
staffer for one of two ~ a n e l s  that 
must act on a companion bill, S. 
1645, says that legislative activ- 
ity is "possible" later in the year. 
Five other countries, including 
Russia and Japan, must also act 
before the treaty goes into effect. 

The bill takes the middle 
ground on several knotty issues. 
One part recognizes that the Na- 
tional Environmental Protection 
Act applies to U.S. activities in 
Antarctica-a feature NSF had 
long opposed-but makes no 
provision for citizen suits, a de- 
mand by environmental groups. 
It also requires NSF to concur 
with the relevant federal agen- 
cies in regulating waste-halfway 
between NSFs preference to run 
the show and activists' wish to 
give other agencies the lead role. 
"It strikes a delicate balance," says 
one NSF official, adding "if [Con- 
gress] messes with this bill, the whole 
agreement could unravel." 

The message seems to have " 
gotten through. Ranking Repre- 
sentative George Brown (D-CA) 
startled members by declaring he 
had nothing to add to Walker's 
quizzing of the State Department's 
Eileen Claussen and NSF Direc- 
tor Neal Lane. In return, both 
Claussen and Lane said they could 
offer no changes to Walker's bill. 
"Just do it, please," said Claussen. 




