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tee, and elected or nominated by the scien-
tific community.

Last week the Bassanini committee be-
gan working its way through this and some
60 other representations by CNR re-
searchers, directors, and unions. It seemed
sympathetic to several of the concerns
voiced by CNR researchers. During the first
day’s debate, Senator Giancarlo Tapparo, a
committee member, said the management of
the new CNR could lack scientific direction
and risk becoming a “business.” He backed
the suggestions from CNR staff for the sci-
entific committee to have a more prominent
role. Berlinguer has left behind a rich legacy
of debate for the weeks to come.

—SUSAN BIGGIN
Susan Biggin is a writer in Trieste, Italy.

Single Gene Controls
Fruit Fly Life-Span

According to the Bible, Methuselah lived
969 years. Now, he has another claim on im-
mortality: Caltech geneticists have named a
newly discovered fruit fly gene in his honor.
The reason: As Yi-Jyun Lin, Laurent
Seroude, and Seymour Benzer of the Cali-
fornia Institute of Technology in Pasadena
report on page 943, fruit flies with a mutat-
ed methuselah gene live up to 35% longer
than normal fruit flies.

Forever young? A mutated methuselah gene could add
weeks to this fruit fly's life.

This is not the first gene found to affect
an organism’s life-span. Researchers had
previously identified a half-dozen in the
worm Caenorhabditis elegans. In some re-
spects, C. elegans’s life history can be very
different from those of many other animals
because it can enter a dormant “dauer”
stage, which enables the worm to survive
long periods of adverse conditions. Some
people had thought that C. elegans might be
a special case and that aging in other species
is more likely to result from the haphazard
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buildup of damaging mutations in individual
cells. “Now,” says Cynthia Kenyon, a molec-
ular geneticist at the University of Califor-
nia, San Francisco, “it’s inescapable that ag-
ing is regulated deliberately by genes.” And
she adds, because “it happens in both worms
and fruit flies, you have to be crazy to think
it won’t happen in vertebrates.”

The Caltech team’s discovery also bol-
sters the idea that molecular stresses such as
tissue-damaging free radicals contribute to
aging, because the mutant methuselah gene
in the long-lived flies also makes them able
to withstand higher levels of stress. “It’s an
extended life-span gene that really fits with
the previous work,” comments Michael
Rose, a population geneticist at the Univer-
sity of California, Irvine.

To track down aging-related genes, Lin
and his colleagues generated scores of mutant
fruit fly strains by genetically unleashing one
of the insect’s transposable elements, a stretch
of DNA that can jump around the genome,
causing mutations wherever it happens to in-
terrupt a gene. Then he tested how long the
resulting mutant offspring lived and also how
well they survived certain stressful conditions.

One mutant yielded young that lived
more than 100 days instead of the usual 60 to
80. The flies were also better able to resist
stress. They lasted 50% longer than wild-
type flies when deprived of food. They toler-
ated heat better, surviving about 18 hours
rather than the usual 12 at 36°C—a tempera-
ture that can cause cell proteins to
break down. And they were more
resistant to paraquat, a herbicide
that can damage cells by generating
oxygen free radicals. That suggests,
Benzer explains, that “if you can re-
sist stresses or better repair damage,
then you can increase life-span.”

Still unclear is how the methuse-
lah gene mutation makes flies more
stress-resistant, but the protein it
makes may be part of a signaling
pathway that controls how well cells
resist or repair these stresses. The
amino acid sequence of the protein
suggests that it is a member of a
large family of membrane-bound
molecules called G protein—coupled
receptors. These receptors typically
receive a variety of molecular signals at the
cell surface, including neurotransmitters, and
then relay those signals into the cell. What
signal the methuselah protein responds to is
unknown, however, for the part of the
molecule that would receive it is unlike any in
the known G protein—coupled receptors. “It’s
completely novel,” says Benzer. :

If the methuselah protein is part of a sig-
naling pathway, though, its situation would
be similar, but not identical, to that of the
protein produced by one of the worm’s

longevity genes, daf-2 (Science, 15 August
1997, pp. 897 and 942). The daf-2 gene is
also part of a signaling pathway that influ-
ences how well cells age and cope with
stress. In the 16 October issue of Cell,
Kenyon’s team reports that the activity of
DAF-2 protein, an insulin receptor, likely
leads to the release of a hormonelike signal
that coordinates aging throughout the nema-
tode. The researchers found that even when
a mutated DAF-2 is inactive in just some of
the nematode’ cells, all tissues enter into the
dauer phase. “It’s a way of ensuring all cells
do the same thing,” Kenyon explains.

It’s unlikely that the methuselah protein
responds to insulin, and so researchers still
have a lot to do to figure out just what trig-
gers the presumed receptor, as well as the
precise outcome of its activity. But Kenyon
and others who do research on aging are
pleased to have the gene to work on. “Now,”
she says, “we have another experimental
system to investigate” for clues to what sets
the allotted span in fruit flies and ultimately
in other organisms. —ELIZABETH PENNISI

U.K. Government Tries
To Reassure Wary Public

The British Parliament returned last week
from a summer break during which fears
about the safety of genetically modified
crops were never far from the headlines. The
government promptly moved to tighten con-
trols on the introduction of such crops in an
effort to calm public concerns. The environ-
ment and agriculture departments proposed
regulations to slowly phase in and monitor
the planting of genetically modified crops
and established a new committee to scruti-
nize the biotechnology industry. But the
calming effect of these moves was partly
offset by a decision to delay plans for a new
independent food standards agency, which
would monitor genetically modified foods
as well as food hygiene and safety.
Genetically modified crops are a hot
political potato across Europe (Science, 7
August, p. 768). Several countries, includ-
ing Austria and Luxembourg, plan to ban
them altogether. Britain is not planning to
go that far, but Environment Minister
Michael Meacher announced that no com-
mercial planting of genetically modified
crops will be allowed before the fall of
1999, and those that contain insect-
resistance genes cannot be planted for at
least 3 years. The first plantings, he says,
will be strictly limited and monitored for
ecological effects along with comparable
plantings of conventional crops. Roger
Turner, director of the British Society of
Plant Breeders, welcomes the government’s
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plans. He says his group
“had argued all along the
merits of a policy which al-
lowed the carefully man-
aged and monitored com-
mercial introduction of [ge-
netically modified] crops.”

Meanwhile, former Agri-
culture Minister Jack Cun-
ningham, now responsible
for the Cabinet Office, an-
nounced the setting up of a
new high-level committee
on biotechnology and genet-
ic modification. Robert
May, the government’s chief
scientific adviser, who will
attend the committee, says
its aim is to coordinate policy to meet the in-
terests of different departments. “We need to
determine, across the range of interests, what
countryside we want for the future,” he says.

Ecologist Brian Johnson, an adviser to
the conservation body English Nature, wel-
comes the government’s decision to slow the
commercial introduction of genetically mod-
ified crops. He says he is particularly con-
cerned that “the use of genetically modified
herbicide- and insect-resistant crops could
greatly reduce weeds and insects on farm-
land, which might in turn threaten the sur-
vival of several species of farmland birds.”
But Doug Parr, Greenpeace’s campaign di-
rector on genetically modified crops, wants a
complete ban: “The government has been
driven to respond to wide public antipathy on
genetically modified organisms, but the
biotechnology industry is still dictating the
terms,” he claims. Cunningham told a meet-
ing last week of the Soil Association, which
certifies organic farmers, that “there is no
way in which the government can make the
UK. a GM-free zone.”

The regulation of genetically modified
crops was expected to be one of the respon-
sibilities of the new independent food stan-
dards agency, promised by the Labour Party
before it won power last year and outlined in
a white paper in January (Science, 23 Jan-
uary, p. 472). But last week’s announce-
ments coincided with news that the govern-
ment will delay establishing the new agency,
leading to speculation that it will be shelved
permanently. Despite the apparent stalling,
Cunningham insists the agency will eventu-
ally go ahead.

Many see the agency as crucial to
restoring confidence in the food industry
following a series of food safety crises in
recent years, including mad cow disease,
salmonella-contaminated poultry, and out-
breaks of Escherichia coli O157:H7. “I'm
very concerned about any delay in estab-
lishing the new agency,” says bacteriolo-
gist Hugh Pennington of the University of

"No GM-free zone.” U.K. Min-
ister Jack Cunningham.
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Aberdeen, who chaired the
inquiry into a fatal E. coli
0O157:H7 outbreak in Scot-
land last year that killed 20
people. “The agency will
make a significant differ-
ence in terms of research
and advice,” he says; any
plans to scrap it would be
“disastrous.”

Researchers fear that the
food industry has pressured
the government into delaying
the agency because of con-
cerns that its research agenda
would have an anti-industry
bias. Publicly, however, many
industry groups welcome
plans for the new agency as a means of pro-
moting public confidence. The apparent delay
may be the result of a dispute about whether
taxpayers or industry should stump up the ini-
tial $40 million budget. —NIGEL WILLIAMS

Panel Pulls Back Report
After NIH Critique

A last-minute fax from the National Insti-
tutes of Health (NIH) last week has appar-
ently sent the president’s National Bioethics
Advisory Commission (NBAC) scrambling
to revise some of its recommendations on
new research guidelines.

The guidelines, in the works for 14
months, are intended to tighten up rules on
patient consent to ensure that subjects with
mental disorders are capable of un-
derstanding the research pro-
jects they agree to join. A
draft of the new standards
would ask investigators
and research institutions
to accept the burden of
assuring that patients
are competent to give
their consent. If the re-
search involves greater
than minimal risk, the
guidelines would also rec-
ommend that independent
professionals be used to evaluate
the decision-making capacity of pa-
tients who offer to take part in research.
There are 20 recommendations in all.

NBAC executive director Eric Meslin
says he had expected the panel to “final-
ize” the recommendations at its 20 Octo-
ber meeting in Alexandria, Virginia, and
was “surprised” when that didn’t happen.
But Meslin insists that the delay was not
triggered by NIH’s eight-page letter, faxed
the previous afternoon, which claims that
these new guidelines could bring some

kinds of research to a grinding halt.
NBAC's chair, Harold Shapiro, president of
Princeton University, announced that
NBAC will wait until its next meeting, on
17 to 18 November in Miami, to make a fi-
nal decision on its report.

NIH’s criticism, signed by associate di-
rector for policy Lana Skirboll, says that
“many in the NIH community, and the re-
search community more broadly, continue
to be troubled” by aspects of the draft
NBAC report. The letter says that NBAC
should avoid focusing only on mental
health and instead consider all brain disor-
ders that might impair decision-making.
This approach, Skirboll suggests, would re-
quire that the commission obtain advice
from a broader group of experts than it has
consulted thus far.

Skirboll also takes issue with the recom-
mendation that independent professionals
should judge whether patients are competent
to take part in research. This may be “im-
possible to implement” without a better un-
derstanding of how to judge competence,
Skirboll notes. In addition, she finds “very
troubling”™ a suggestion that some patients
might be permanently excluded from studies
simply because they were judged incompe-
tent in the past. Finally, Skirboll suggests
that NBAC advocate the creation of a new
category of research that would require only
a modest amount of regulatory review—a
category to include PET and MRI scans,
which often do not offer any direct benefit
to the subject. The letter included a four-
page list of examples of research that
“would be impeded or halted by NBAC’s
recommendations.”

Meslin says that the fax is
only the latest in a string of
interactions with NIH
staffers, including a pri-
vate meeting earlier this
fall between NIH direc-
tor Harold Varmus and
3 Shapiro. “The commis-
sion is trying to go out
of its way to consider
all views,” says Meslin.
“We're trying to be creative
at the last hour.” NBAC is
completely “independent,” he

added, and has not been put off its
pace by criticism of its draft, which was is-
sued in July and revised on 19 October
(www.bioethics.gov/briefings/oct98/
oct20.pdf). Neither Varmus nor Shapiro
could be reached for comment on the inter-
action between NIH and the commission.

Internal NBAC discussions are now fo-
cusing mainly on refinements in recommen-
dations 8 through 12, which would establish
new restrictions on admitting people with
mental disorders into research studies.
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