
NATIONAL ACADEMIES 

Bison Study Marks Radical 
Shift for ~esearch Council 

ports with paid principal investigators than 
with volunteers serving on committees. 
"Something is lost by not abiding by the tra- 
ditional consensus approach," Colglazier ad- 
mits. But the council's spate of legal prob- 
lems has forced its hand. In separate lawsuits, 

A r e  Montana cattle at risk from Yellowstone 
National Park bison carrying a disease that 
causes cows to abort? The National Research 
Council (NRC) is studying the question, and 
its answer is likelv to be controversial-but 
perhaps not as controversial as the process the 
NRC is using to arrive at its weighty opinion. 

The debate over the infected bison, pitting 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
and ranchers against National Park Service 
officials and environmentalists, is so fierce 
that the Park Service decided to ask the NRC 
for an impartial scientific assessment of the 
problem. But the council, the operating arm 
of the National Academies of Sciences and 
Engineering and the Institute of Medicine, is 
itself embroiled in controversy over whether 
its procedures for such studies must follow fed- 
eral guidelines for public access. So instead of 
assembling a panel of experts for a series of 
closed meetings-the time-honored process 

the NRC is currently battling animal-welfare 
and environmental groups, which contend 

that a federal court has called into question- that the council must abide by federal rules 
the council is hiring two scientists to carry out on openness that apply to government advi- 
the $200,000 study. sory committees (Science, 30 May, p. 1328). 

Academy officials hope that this radical Ironically, the council's new procedures 
departure from normal practices may further inflame the bison de- 
will shield them from legal chal- $ bate. Environmentalists are an- 
lenge. "It would be absolutely im- 1 5 gered at the selection of Norman 
mune [from lawsuits] because no 5 Cheville, a veterinary ~athologist 
committee is involved," says Wil- $ at Iowa Stateuniversity in Ames, 
liam Colglazier, executive officer as one of the two principal inves- 
for the NRC. But the larger ques- tigators. Cheville is a longtime 
tion is whether it will damage the employee of USDA, which has 
council's reputation for quality. threatened to decertify the safety 
"It's a good experiment," says of Montana beef because the wan- 
Paul Risser, president of Oregon dering Yellowstone bison herds 
State University in Corvallis and No bull. Cheville says are infected with brucellosis. TO 
chair of the NRC's board on en- he'll be impartial. stop the spread of the disease, the 
vironmental studies and toxicol- government killed nearly 1100 
ogy. "But it's a huge risk." bison last winter. "He's got very good creden- 

Council officials say it will be more diffi- tials, but he has spent most of his career 
cult to produce in-depth and balanced re- working for USDA," says D. J. Schubert, a 
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