CREDIT: SAM KITTNER

A reader advocates public openness in debates about genetically
modified food. The Chief Scientific Officer at CaP CURE takes ex-
ception to characterizations of business events and CaP CURE
founder Michael Milken. An EPA official defends the interdisci-
plinary nature of her agency'’s research. Credit is given to a pioneer
in using Caenorhabditis elegans as a model metazoan organism in
research. A central authority and an international regulating body
are urged for P4 facilities around the world: “P4 facilities...should be
considered with the same regard as nuclear weapon storage facili-
ties.” And the U.S. tradable emission permit system is said to be not
a “free-market,” but a “constructed-market,” approach.

Public Openness

Martin Enserink’s informative and inter-
esting article about genetically modified
food in Britain (News of the Week, 19
Feb., p. 1094) ends on a disturbing note.
After describing a complex scientific and
political debate over the health effects of
transgenic potatoes, a debate that includes
alleged suppression of data and corporate
arm-twisting of scientists, Enserink con-
cludes: “Whatever the fate of the findings,
most parties agree on at least one thing:
The affair has been an outstanding exam-
ple of how not to communicate scientific
findings to an already confused and wor-
ried public.” How so? Confusion and wor-
ry are highly appropriate and rational pub-
lic responses to this controversy: The sci-
entists and policy-makers themselves are
certainly confused and worried. If the pub-
lic were not given the details of this de-
bate, it would ultimately and justifiably fu-
el suspicion that there is something to
hide, as perhaps there is. It would also
subvert democracy. In cases such as this,
where there are inherent conflicts of inter-
est and the economic stakes may be high,
public openness is the only option.
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Tired Old Clichés?

Erik Stokstad’s 19 February News Focus
article (p. 1100) about CaP CURE (Asso-
ciation for the Cure of Cancer of the
Prostate) helps advise the scientific com-
munity about the unique role that CaP
CURE plays in the cancer research pro-
cess. How distressing, therefore, that the
credibility of this otherwise sensible article
was undermined by what I found to be an
anti-business tone that treated things non-
scientific as frivolous. The tired old clichés
used to describe our founder and chairman
(the philanthropist and financier Michael

Milken) and the char-
acterization of serious
business events as
mere forums for enter-
tainment lead me to
conclude that Science
should stick to the sci-
entific topics it covers
so well and leave busi-
ness matters to the

Michael Milken, business press.
CaP CURE founder Howard R. Soule
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Interdisciplinary Research
at EPA

I read with concern the Policy Forum by
Norman Metzger and Richard N. Zare (Sci-
ence’s Compass, 29 Jan., p. 642) about in-
terdisciplinary research. The authors con-
tend that the U.S. research enterprise is a
sort of “Potemkin village” that conceals
substantial systematic failures of omission
in the support for interdisciplinary research.
The first example of failure cited is the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA),
which, they state, is “a lead agency [with] a
weak research program” because “it has
been focused on short-term immediate
goals, shaped by the need to react to crises
and the agency’s regulatory mission,”
which has resulted in “weakness in con-
ducting fundamental and long-term re-
search” and “a lack of interdisciplinary per-
spective.” Unfortunately, these remarks do
not accurately reflect EPA’s research pro-
grams and the goals they serve.

EPA is a mission agency. Its mission is
to protect human health and to safeguard
the natural environment. The Office of Re-
search and Development (ORD) is EPA’s
principal research organization. Our goal
is to provide the highest quality science
possible to support EPA’s mission. Our
portfolio is broad and deep across and

within the discipline.

ORD has succeeded in appropriately
balancing its portfolio between the legiti-
mate shorter-term research needs of EPA’s
regulatory agenda and the much longer-
term research that informs and enables fu-
ture decisions on the best and most cost-
effective ways to protect the environment
and human health. EPA’s research program
is stronger than it has ever been. Our re-
searchers have been recognized nationally
and internationally for their excellence. In
1997-1998, they produced more than
1000 refereed papers in the top journals in
many disciplines. And this does not take
into account the achievements of the re-
searchers we support through our competi-
tive Science to Achieve Results (STAR)
grants programs. Also, many of the STAR
solicitations are done in partnership with
other federal agencies. Our highly selec-
tive graduate fellowship and postdoctoral
programs are infusing new intellectual en-
ergy into research on key environmental
problems of the future.

EPA’s research is interdisciplinary by
design. For example, we have taken the
lead in advancing not only our understand-
ing of the relationship between children,
health, and the environment, but in sup-
porting the development of strategies that
will improve the health of our nation’s
children—the Children’s Health Centers
that we are supporting in partnership with
the National Institute for Environmental
Health Sciences involve physicians, toxi-
cologists, epidemiologists, risk assessment
experts, and sociologists.

The Clinton Administration has already
supported many activities to increase and
facilitate interdisciplinary research, from the
High Performance Computing and Commu-
nications Program to the Information Tech-
nology for the 21st Century and Integrated
Science for Ecosystem Challenges. I see lit-
tle additional value in the “brief letter pro-
posals” Metzger and Zare suggest. They
would be shorter, but we would likely be
less able to judge whether such research
would actually achieve its purpose.

ORD’s guiding principles for our sci-
ence continue to be excellence, relevance,
and timeliness. We are contributing every
day to important issues the nation faces.
The authors should look to EPA and ORD
as exemplars of the solution, not as part of
the problem.
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Response

In our Policy Forum noting the structural,
historical, and cultural reasons for weak-
nesses in high-quality interdisciplinary re-
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