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Iceland’s recently passed bill approving a privately owned central
database of health records is defended in a letter from an Icelandic
government official. Two Georgetown University faculty members
offer their views of a grievance filed by the faculty against the ad-
ministration and express hope that the administration will reconsid-
er their decision about a university-wide compensation policy. An
animal husbandry expert says that “making transgenic livestock by
injecting livestock [is not likely to] make livestock cloning obsolete.”
The use of phytolith analysis to date the origin of agriculture in
South America is questioned. And the staffing of adequate science
and technology experts in the U.S. State Department is advocated.

Iceland’s Central Database of
Health Records

In the article “Opponents criticize Iceland’s
database?”’ by Martin Enserink (News of the
Week, 30 Oct., p. 859), a number of critics
of a proposed bill of law on a central health
records database then under discussion in
Althingi, the Icelandic parliament,
are cited. The bill has since been re-
vised, passed with almost a two-
thirds majority, and has become law
in Iceland (M. Enserink, News of the
Week, 1 Jan., p. 13).

The article reviews only the neg-
ative comments that have appeared,
and there is no analysis of the con-
tents of the bill, including its numer-
ous stipulations dealing with data
protection and with precautions to
prevent misuse of information.

A subsequent letter to the editor
by B. Andersen (11 Dec., p. 1993)
is incorrect in its statement that
Icelandic patients’ ability to use
their health records for various purposes
are limited by the bill.

In fact, the law has been very carefully
drafted, taking into consideration the inter-
national obligations that Iceland has un-
dertaken. It has been submitted to reviews
by Icelandic and foreign authorities on the
issues dealt with, and revisions have been
made based on the many constructive
comments that were received

The bill has been harshly criticized, but
it has also received substantial praise for its
progressive stance and its promise to pre-
serve human rights while facilitating scien-
tific endeavors for the benefit of health.

Iceland has outstanding health statis-
tics, a high quality of health care, thorough
patient and genealogy records, and a well-
educated public in favor of participating in
an experience such as the one proposed in
the bill. This situation imposes on us an
ethical obligation and gives us a unique
opportunity to promote medical sciences.

The ethical and legal issues under con-
sideration are not unique to Iceland. The
dilemmas we are facing in developing a
system that facilitates progress while pre-
serving patient rights are complex and de-
serve a thorough analyses,

The need for an informed public debate
is recognized, and thus drafts of the pro-

Iceland’s parliament, Althingi, gave the go-ahead for
a controversial central health record database.

posal in three languages have been put on
the Internet at various stages to enhance
the active participation of as many as pos-
sible. Those readers who would like fur-
ther information are referred to www.stjr.
is/htr.

Ragnheidur Haraldsdéttir
Deputy Permanent Secretary, Ministry of Health
and Social Security, Reykjavik, Iceland

Georgetown Faculty Grievance

‘We would like to amplify the ScienceScope
item “Georgetown faculty on warpath” (11
Dec., p. 1967). In December 1997, 18
tenured Georgetown University Medical
Center faculty filed a grievance against
Medical Center Executive Vice President
Sam Wiesel and University President Leo
O’Donovan for instituting a faculty com-
pensation policy that was enacted at their
behest by the board of directors without
faculty approval. The grievance asserted
that the policy violated the tenure contract

with the university as well as the principles
of academic freedom and economic securi-
ty set forth by the university in the Faculty
Handbook, a code of conduct and gover-
nance developed by the board.

The grievance was adjudicated in accor-
dance with the university’s grievance code,
first by a grievance panel chaired by faculty
member Sam Dash, which affirmed the
grievants’ position and mandated that the
plan not be implemented, and second, upon
appeal by the administration, by the full
university Grievance Code Committee,
which also found in favor of the grievants.
The last level of appeal was to be to a uni-
versity executive vice president designated
by the president, but he declined to appoint
a designee, and therefore, by default, the
grievance process ended and the commit-
tee’s decision was declared final.

However, unbeknownst to the commit-
tee, the president convened a meeting of
several board members to ask that they
nullify the committee’s decision, prohibit
further grievances concerning the policy,
and suspend the policy, but not retroactive-
ly to 1 July (I). By taking this extraordi-
nary action, the president and board of
directors not only illegally nullified the
grievance process but enlarged the scope of
the grievance to encompass all tenured fac-
ulty at the university’s Medical Center,
Main Campus, and Law School. Because
during the ensuing year, attempts to resolve
this issue with the administration have
been met with anything but “the spirit of
cooperation and collegiality” as has been
proclaimed, the grievants have been left
with little alternative but to file a lawsuit. It
is still hoped that in the best interests of
faculty and students alike, the president
and board will reconsider their decision to
suspend due process and reaffirm the uni-
versity’s obligation to tenured faculty, prin-
ciples that have been the cornerstone of
Georgetown University for 200 years.

Robert |. Glazer
Department of Pharmacology, Georgetown Uni-
versity Medical Center, 3970 Reservoir Road, NW,
Washington, DC 20007, USA. E-mail: glazerr@
gunet.georgetown.edu
Donald Massaro
Department of Medicine, Georgetown University
Medical Center, E-mail: dmassa01@medlib.
georgetown.edu
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Livestock Cloning

Anne Simon Moffat does a fine job in her
article “Improving gene transfer in live-
stock” (News of the Week, 27 Nov., p.
1619). However, I do not agree with the fi-
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nal statement that the improved efficiency
of making transgenic livestock by inject-
ing oocytes “might even make livestock
cloning obsolete.” It is true that a particular
gene incorporated into the germ line of a
bull might be widely disseminated through
the use of the bull’s sperm for artificial in-
semination. But one must recognize that
the technique of inserting a gene into a
cow’s oocyte, followed by fertilization, cul-
ture, and transfer produces an embryo of
unknown genotype. Every oocyte used will
be genetically different and progeny pro-
duced will be different. Many will not be
superior for use in commercial agriculture.
Cloning of cell lines derived from selected
superior genetically engineered livestock,
for example, likely will not be obsolete.
Robert H. Foote
Professor Emeritus, New York State College of

Agriculture and Life Sciences, Cornell University,
lthaca, NY 14853-4801, USA

Phytolith Analysis

Heather Pringle (Special Section, Archaeol-
ogy, 20 Nov., p. 1446) cites recent plant
opal phytolith research by Dolores Piperno
and Deborah Pearsall bearing on the ques-
tion of agricultural origins in South Ameri-
ca. Those of us with long experience in the

SCIENCE'S COMPASS

development of phytolith analysis are con-
vinced it has enormous potential, especially
in such areas as archaeobotanical research.
However, identification using phytoliths is
complex and difficult to apply at refined
levels of taxonomy. The evidence cited as

What is the quality of the evidence given by phy-
toliths (right, 100 micrometers in diameter) about

the origins of agriculture in South America?

the basis for major revisions of the time and
place of agricultural origins in South Amer-
ica is grounded in taxonomic protocols that
are questionable, and conclusions derived
from them are premature at best.

Problems of phytolith systematics re-
main daunting in spite of considerable
progress. Phytoliths are structural elements,

so homologous structures in unrelated
plants often produce the same silicified
morphological form. For example, the
spherical phytolith illustrated prominently
in the article is a form that can be produced
in squash (Cucurbita sp.), but not exclu-
sively. This same allegedly squash-de-
rived form is produced in unrelated
flora of the Ecuadorian region, such as
Bursuraceae, as Piperno illustrates (/)
and in Annonaceae (2). In addi-
tion, we know from control stud-
ies that soil conditions, especial-
ly available moisture, can cause
substantial variation in the mean
and range of size values in phy-
tolith populations derived from
members of the same species from one
year or one place to the next. On the
other hand, shape remains stable even
in the presence of significant size
modulation. The evidence of size
change in spherical phytolith populations is
presented in the context of a period of cli-
matic change. Thus the evidence for domes-
ticated squash is ambiguous. Phytolith size
difference is not by itself proof of domestic
versus wild taxa. It is not even certain that
either or both populations purported to
show a transformation from wild to domes-

MAMMALIAN GENOTYPING SERVICE
Sponsored by the
National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute
National Institutes of Health

The Mammalian Genotyping Service is funded by the National Heart,
Lung, and Blood Institute to assist in linkage mapping of genes
which cause or influence disease. Genotyping is carried out using
short tandem repeat polymorphisms at Marshfield, Wisconsin under
the direction of Dr. James Weber. Capacity of the Service is
currently about 5,000,000 genotypes (DNA samples times
polymorphic markers) per year and growing. Although the Service
was initially established for genetic projects dealing with heart, lung,
and blood diseases, the Mammalian Genotyping Service will now
consider all meritorious applications.

To ensure that the most promising projects are undertaken,
investigators must submit brief applications that are evaluated by a
scientific advisory panel. At this time, only projects involving human,
mice or rat samples, and only projects with 2 10,000 genotypes,
will be considered. There are no genotyping fees for approved
projects. Application deadlines are every six months.

Upcoming Application Deadlines
March 31, 1999
September 30, 1999

For Application Instructions and additional information see:

http://www.marshmed.org/genetics

or contact:

Beth Busscher, Center for Medical Genetics
Marshfield Medical Research Foundation
1000 N. Oak Avenue
Marshfield, Wl 54449
PHONE: (715) 389-3525 FAX: (715) 389-5757
EMAIL: busscheb@mfldclin.edu

THE CANON NATIONAL PARKS
SCIENCE SCHOLARS PROGRAM

“Creating the next generation of environmental scientists”

A collaboration among
Canon U.S.A., Inc.
National Park Service
National Park Foundation
American Association for the Advancement of Science

The Canon National Parks Science Scholars Program will award
scholarships to eight doctoral students in 1999. Each student
selected will receive $25,000 per year for up to three years to con-
duct research in the national parks. The Program is underwritten
by Canon U.S.A,, Inc.

The 1999 competition will focus on four research topics within the
biological, physical, social and cultural sciences. The research

topics are of critical importance to the management of the National
Park System and selected by the National Park Service. Students
applying for 1999 scholarships must submit dissertation proposals
that address these topics.

For an application and guidelines, contact Dr. Gary Machlis,
Program Coordinator, Canon National Parks Science Scholars
Program, Natural Resource Stewardship and Science, National
Park Service, 1849 C Street, NW (MIB 3127), Washington, DC
20240, email gmachlis@uidaho.edu or visit http://www.nps.gov/
socialscience/waso/acts.htm.

Applications are due June 15, 1999. Winners will be
announced shortly after August 15, 1999.
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