Meeting Standards

Nigel Williams’ article “Tobacco funding
debate smolders” (News & Comment, 4
Oct., p. 28) highlights the disturbing ten-
dency of some philanthropic organizations
to politicize science in a way that threatens
independent research. The Cancer Re-
search Campaign (CRC) in Britain threat-
ened to halt future funding for Cambridge
University scientists because the university
accepted a donation from British American
Tobacco Industries to support a new profes-
sorship in international relations. The arti-
cle says that, according to a statement by
the CRC, “[tlhe CRC’s next step will be to
develop a new code to ensure that its grants
and intellectual scientific property are not
‘tainted with tobacco money.’”

The fact is that the vast majority of
universities and scientific journals have
conflict-of-interest procedures, including
the disclosure of funding sources, which
seek to ensure that scientific research is
judged on its merit alone. It is the respon-
sibility of the scientists (as researchers and
as peer reviewers), the universities, and the
scientific journals to see that research, re-
gardless of funding source, meets the stan-
dards of the discipline. Creating controver-
sy around science through attacks on fund-
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ing sources diverts attention from the va-

lidity of the research and opens the door to

intimidation of academic institutions and

individual scientists alike. It is ironic that

the CRC says it supports academic freedom;

it seems that the CRC is actually limiting

research opportunities and increasing fear

of “political” retribution within the aca-

demic setting. All scientists must be alert to

protecting academic freedom and enhanc-
ing the diversity of views.
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Dating the Origin of Animals

The Research Article by G. A. Wray et al.
(25 Oct., p. 568) suggesting that the diver-
sification of major animal phyla occurred
between 1 and 1.2 billion years ago, finds
indirect support from Proterozoic fossil stro-
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matolites. These structures underwent a
dramatic decline in diversity over a long
period that may be explained if the view of
this early origin of animals is accepted.

Earlier published diversity curves of stro-
matolite abundance (1) indicated that peak
abundance was reached about 1.5 billion
years ago, persisting at this level until about
700 million years ago. Then followed an
apparent rapid late Precambrian decline,
attributed to increased animal diversity.
Such data provided support for those who
argued for animal origins very late in the
Precambrian.

More recently published Proterozoic
stromatolite abundance data (2) show,
however, a substantially different pattern,
with a decline in diversity initiated much
earlier and persisting for over 1 billion
years. These show peak diversity 1 to 1.3
billion years ago. It then declined to about
75% of this level between 1 billion and 700
million years ago, dropping to less than 20%
at the beginning of the Cambrian.

If, as seems likely, the decline in stro-
matolite diversity was a result of the in-
crease in animal diversity during the late
Proterozoic, then the time of onset of this
decline supports the suggestion, based on
molecular sequence divergence times, of an-
imal origins at least 1 billion years ago.
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modified to your specific needs. What's more, you can design up to 20
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times in the future.

Together with our PlusOne Silver Staining Kits and Coomassie tablets,
Pharmacia Biotech can provide you with everything for staining
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Are you spending hours at the bench staining gels? You don’t have to anymore. Now you can
push a few buttons, walk away and return to reproducible staining results.

Hoefer Automated c.1 Stainer:
the entire staining process is now automated

The new Hoefer Automated Gel Stainer makes it happen. It automates reagent delivery and
development times to stain your DNA and protein gels reproducibly. It significantly reduces
reagent consumption and maximizes mixing while handling your gels with a gentle rocking

“Manual staining

is an obsolete concept.

It exists no more,”

Doug Burtrum,
Immunologist/Research Scientist,
Haiku writer,

New York, NY.
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