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Icelandic Isolation Pays Off 

Hoping to mine a gene pool iso- tions. That is especially valuable 
lated for a millennium, the Swiss for studies of common diseases 
pharmaceutical company Hoff- such as asthma, which are likely 
mann-La Roche Inked a deal last caused by several genes. 
week to track down new disease Realizine that Iceland has de- - 
genes in Iceland's population. The tailed medical records going back 
agreement, which could bring a to 1915 and a cultural interest in 
small Icelandic biotech company genealogy, former Harvard ge- 
more than $200 million over 5 neticist Kari Stefansson founded 
years, may be the biggest ever in 
human genomics. 

Because Iceland has had al- 
most no immigrants since Vikings 
settled the island in the 9th cen- 
tury, its 270,000 citizens are a rare 
resource for eene hunters. who 
look for disease-causing mutations 
by comparing the DNA of pa- 
tients with that of healthy people. 
The Icelanders' overall genetic 
similarity means that their DNA 
produces less background "noise" 
than the DNA of outbred popula- 

a company called deCODE some 
18 months ago to collect and in- 
dex the family histories, clinical 
records, and DNA of the popula- 
tion for genetic studies (Science, 
24 October 1997, p. 566). 

Under the agreement, Hoff- 
mann-La Roche will sponsor 
deCODE's research on uu to 12 
diseases, including schizophre- 
nia, Alzheimer's disease, and 
adult-onset diabetes. deCODE 
will retain the rights to any result- 
ing antisense or gene therapies, 

Stefansson savs. Hoffmann-La 
Roche, meanwhile, will have ex- 
clusive rights to develop and mar- 
ket traditional drugs and diagnos- 
tic products based on new genes. 

Tim Harris of AxyS pharma- 
ceuticals in La Jolla, California, 
says the agreement is a good deal 
for both partners, but he cau- 
tions that disease-causing genes 
found in Icelanders may not be 
relevant to other populations. 

Hoffmann-La Roche also went 
along with a key deCODE stipu- 
lation: that it provide Icelanders, 
for free, any drugs that come from 
the research deal. No wonder, 
then, that many Icelanders are 
welcoming the collaboration 
"with joy," Stefansson claims. 
But he says the celebrations at 
deCODE won't start until the 
company succeeds in hunting 
down its quarry: "We're going to 
celebrate gene by gene." 

Drinking Studies Lite? 
Claims that a glass of wine a day 
will help you live longer may be 
all wet. A reanalysis of data from 
previous studies suggests that 
there's n o  clear benefit from 
moderate drinking. 

In reviewing several years' 
worth of studies touting a link be- 
tween moderate drinking and 
longer life, sociologist Kaye Fill- 
more of the Universitv of Califor- 
nia, San Francisco, says she found 
"all kinds of potentially serious 
problems." One of the most egre- 
gious, she says, was that research- 
ers had often lumped together two 
kinds of nondr inke~~those  who 
never drank ("abstainers") and 
those who had quit ("former 
drinkers"). And several studies 
seemed to ignore factors such as - 
a person's socioeconomic status 
or overall health. 

Fillmore and colleagues pooled 
raw data from 10 studies with de- 
tailed information on people's 
drinking habits and reanalyzed 
them, separating the abstainers 
from the former drinkers. They 
found no sienificant difference - 
in life expectancy between ab- 
stainers and moderate drinkers, 

they report in this month's issue 
of &tion. The team also found 
that abstainers and former drink- 
ers were both more likely to be 
in poorer health and of a lower 
socioeconomic status than light 
drinkers were. 

But Fillmore's study has some 
problems of its own, asserts one 
epidemiologist who studies the in- 
fluence of alcohol on mortality. 

Jim-Min Yuan of the University 
of Southern California in Los An- 
geles notes that Fillmore's study 
includes only about 6000 adults 
over 25-not enough for such a 
complex analysis, he asserts. "Based 
on these numbers, it's very difhcult 
to analyze using as many variables 
as they did," he says. But Yuan 
agrees that his colleagues need to 
design their studies more carefully. 

Under the right conditions, the 
wires assemble themselves. Mohan 
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Confused about sex. A male 
nematode with a mutant mab-3 
gene produces yolk proteins 
(green) normally found in females. 

Similarities Among the 
Birds and the Bees 

Although nearly all animal spe- 
cies come in two sexes, the cas- 
cade of genes controlling the dif- 
ferences between males and fe- 
males is completely different from 
one phylum to the next. But 
now. for the first time. research- 
ers have found related genes in- 
volved in sexual develo~ment in 
two very different organisms- 
fruit flies and nematodes-and 
may have spotted a similar gene 
in people. 

Developmental biologist David 
Zarkower and his colleagues at 
the University of Minnesota 
Medical School in Minneapo- 
lis report in this week's issue of 
Nature that the mab-3 gene in 
nematodes has the same DNA- 
binding structure as the fruit fly 
gene doublesex. Both genes code 
forproteins that help direct the 
develo~ment of sexual features. 
The proteins are so similar, the 
researchers found. that when 
they injected the male version 
of the fruit fly's doublesex into 
male worms lacking mab-3, it 
restored the growth of male 
sense organs. 

Zarkower's group has also 
found a "tantalizing" link to 
people, he says. A computer 
search revealed that a human 
gene called DMTl shares the 
same DNA-binding structure. 
Although DMTl's function is a 
mystery, it is located in a region 
on chromosome 9 that, when 
missing, causes genetic males to 
develop as females. A people 
connection, says Barbara Meyer, 
a geneticist at the University of 
California, Berkeley, might make 
it possible to use lab animals to 
hunt for other human sex- 
development genes. 




