supply facility, the National Center for Lab-
oratory Animal Sciences in Hyderabad, fell
afoul of another new requirement for labs
working with animals that involves submit-
ting registration papers and passing an on-
site inspection. Officials at the national cen-
ter, which each year ships some 40,000 ani-
mals to nearly 200 research facilities around
the country, believed that paperwork filed
last summer was sufficient to meet the new
rules. But the Animal Welfare Board said
that the center missed a 15 February dead-
line for compliance, and last week the board
notified the center that it would have to
close unless officials could demonstrate why
it should remain open.

Negotiations have begun to resolve the
situation, and scientists are hopeful that the
problem will be cleared up. “We will not let
this happen,” says Nirmal Kumar Ganguly,
director-general of the Indian Council of
Medical Research. “A national facility just
cannot be shut down.”

For their part, animal welfare officials
say they want to make sure that researchers
are taking the new law seriously. They note
that some 152 labs, including most major
public and private facilities, have complied
with the new registration requirements. “The
rules are applicable equally to everybody,”
says one CPCSEA official who requested
anonymity. “And if some can comply, why
can’t the others?” ~PALLAVA BAGLA

Report Tells USDA to

Narrow Its Focus

The research program of the U.S. Department
of Agriculture (USDA) needs a major over-

haul, building stronger ties to the outside re-
search community and focusing more sharply
on fewer research priorities, according to a
federally appointed task force that laid out a
blueprint for such reforms. In a draft report
obtained by Science, the panel urges that
USDA build fewer new labs, shut down many
existing research stations, and increase part-
nerships with academic and corporate labs.
“We need to spend the money on science and
not facilities,” says the panel’s chair, Bruce
Andrews, until recently the director of agri-
culture for the state of Oregon. USDA’ in-
house labs, the report says, should concen-
trate on work that can best—or only—be
done by the federal government.

% This sort of advice has been offered be-

E fore, but it may pack an additional wallop

g

this time, because the report was done at the
request of Congress, which approved much
> of the overbuilt research enterprise that the
£ report decries. The 14 members of the task
£ force include cattle and soybean producers,
& farmers, and a state agricultural official as
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Rock-solid research. The National Seed Stor-
age Laboratory in Fort Collins, Colorado, freezes
seeds to preserve germplasm, work seen as a
“uniquely federal” role.

well as university scientists. “I think they’re
on target,” says Lou Sherman, chair of biol-
ogy at Purdue University in West Lafayette,
Indiana, who has seen the report’s conclu-
sions. But task force members haven’t yet
signed off on the final report, which is due
out in a few weeks.

The task force was created by the 1996
Farm Bill, which calls for a 10-year strate-
gic plan for federally funded agricultural
research facilities “to ensure that a compre-
hensive research capacity is maintained.”
Congress and other observers want to make
the most of a $1.6 billion USDA research
budget that hasn’t risen in recent years. The
task force notes that this money must be
stretched across some 370 labs—the bulk
of them within the Agricultural Research
Service (ARS) but also the Forest Service
and land grant university labs—Ileaving
many badly in need of repair and short of
money for doing science. A big problem is
the steady flow of new facilities, such as
cranberry research in New Jersey and a
swine center in Iowa, “dictated by politics”
and stuffed into USDA’ budget as a favor
to individual legislators.

Andrews, who is now head of marketing
for the Port of Portland, says the panel con-
sidered options from the status quo to a
system looking outward—*“the NIH [Na-
tional Institutes of Health] model.” It chose
“a middle road,” he says. Under its plan,
USDA would classify programs as
“uniquely federal,” “appropriately federal,”
or neither. Uniquely federal projects, such

as storing genetic materials, studying
highly infectious foreign animal diseases,
and work relating to national security is-
sues (such as bioterrorism), represent, per-
haps, one-fourth of what USDA does, An-
drews says. Only this work should continue
in federal facilities. Labs for “appropriately
federal” work, such as climate change and
biodiversity, should be done by universities
or the private sector whenever possible.
Andrews anticipates that USDA will do
“less and less [of this research]” over the
next decade.

While the task force asked USDA to fin-
ish this classification by July 2000, it went
ahead and identified about 23 labs that
should be closed or consolidated. It even
suggests that USDA’s flagship facility in
Beltsville, Maryland, should consider relo-
cating, because its once-rural setting is now
valuable suburban real estate.

Andrews says he knows the report will
ruffle feathers. “Any system that’s been in
lock step for the last 10 or 20 years I’m sure
will view this as an attack.” Already, he
adds, the task force’s ideas have “created
some hostility” from the ARS and Congress.
ARS associate administrator Ed Knipling
declined to comment until the report is offi-
cially released, but noted that “the depart-
ment does recognize it as somewhat contro-
versial.” Sherman agrees. “It’s going to take
a lot of political will on the part of the exec-
utive branch and Congress” to turn its rec-
ommendations into reality, he says.

—JOCELYN KAISER
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Tragedy Devastates

Radio Astronomers

PARIS—Scientists and staff at the Institute of
Millimetric Radioastronomy (IRAM), one

“of the world’s leading radioastronomy re-

search centers, were in shock last week after
a cable-car accident on 1 July killed 20 peo-
ple, all workers employed by IRAM and its
subcontractors. The cable car, which was
ferrying the workers to IRAM’s facility
2552 meters atop the Bure plateau in the

s bkl
Cut off. The millimeter-wave array on the Bure
plateau, scene of last week's cable-car disaster.
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French Alps, somehow came loose from its
cable and plummeted 80 meters. The acci-
dent is likely to delay completion of a new
radiotelescope.

IRAM is run by the French basic re-
search agency CNRS, Germany’s Max
Planck Society, and Spain’s National Geo-
graphical Institute. IRAM operates two ma-
jor facilities, a 30-meter telescope at Pico
Veleta in southern Spain and an array of five
15-meter telescopes at Bure. The telescopes
detect emissions at millimeter wavelengths,
between radio and infrared, which reveal
molecules in cool interstellar regions and
dust shrouding comets and young stars. In
recent years, IRAM’s telescopes have racked
up an impressive list of accomplishments.
For example, they enabled astronomers to
detect flat disks of gas and dust around sev-
eral young stars, resembling a disk thought
to have encircled our own sun before the
birth of the solar system. Combined with
other studies of disks around young stars,
the finding could provide valuable insights
into how planets form.

The cable car provided the sole access to
the mountaintop facility, so until the tragedy
has been fully investigated and the cable sys-
tem repaired, the center’s activities will be
sharply curtailed, says Philippe Chauvin, a
CNRS spokesperson in Paris. The accident
will also delay completion of a sixth radio-
telescope, which was supposed to have come
online late this year or early next, Chauvin
says. At press time, IRAM officials were
scheduled to meet this week to discuss the
consequences of the accident. But late last
week, Chauvin said, no one wanted to think
about what to do next: “The people there are
completely traumatized.” -MICHAEL BALTER

Japan Readies Huge
Increase in Biotech

TOKYO—1Japan’s political leaders are piecing
together a plan that would nearly double the
country’s current investment in life sciences
research over the next 5 years. The multi-
agency initiative, which would start next
spring, is aimed at bolstering the country’s
biotechnology industry through support for
basic science.

A 3 July report in Nihon Keizai Shimbun,
Japan’s leading economic daily, says that the
government and the ruling Liberal Demo-
cratic Party have set a target of adding 2 tril-
lion yen ($16.7 billion) over 5 years to the
current annual $4.2 billion spent on
biotechnology-related R&D. Officials at
several ministries cautioned that 2 trillion
yen is likely to be more than they will get
from the Ministry of Finance, which is try-
ing to rein in the country’s recession-swollen
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national debt. But they confirmed that five

ministries and agencies are seeking major

increases to support everything from accel-
erating the sequencing of the rice genome to
boosting efforts in human genomics to pro-
viding support for new biotechnology com-
panies. “The life sciences will be one of the
most important areas [of science and tech-
nology] for the next few decades, so the
Japanese government is trying to increase its
support,” says Nobuhiro Muroya, deputy di-
rector of planning for the Science and Tech-
nology Agency (STA).

Details on the new spending are
sketchy, even though proposed budgets for
the next fiscal year must be worked out by
the end of August. One major initiative will
be to hunt for the subtle genetic variations
known as SNPs—sites where the spelling
of the genome varies by a single letter from
one individual to another.
The hope is that SNPs, or
single-nucleotide polymor-
phisms, will provide a pow-
erful tool for tracing disease
genes and developing indi-
vidualized drugs.

That idea has already led
the U.S. National Institutes
of Health to set up a SNPs
program, and brought to-
gether 10 major U.S. and Eu-
ropean pharmaceutical firms
to set up The SNP Consor-
tium (TSC) (Science, 16
April, p. 406). Researchers in
Japan hope their own SNPs
project will move them into
the mainstream of genetic re-
search. “We are behind the American and
European efforts [in genomics],” says
Yusuke Nakamura, director of University of
Tokyo’s Human Genome Center and a mem-
ber of a working group that mapped out a
SNPs project strategy. Nakamura hopes the
initiative also will provide an opportunity to
revamp Japan’s human genome project,
which he believes has been hampered by too
many research groups and the lack of an
overall strategy.

The first step in the SNPs project involves
spending $50 million over 2 years to map be-
tween 100,000 and 150,000 SNPs, concen-
trating on areas associated with gene expres-
sion and function and using samples from 50
Japanese individuals. Researchers hope the
approach will increase the likelihood of spot-
ting SNPs associated with disease suscepti-
bility and drug response. The work will be
concentrated at one center, says Kanji Fujiki,
director of the Life Sciences Division of STA,
which is funding the effort. Fujiki says a final
decision hasn’t been made, but that the center
is likely to be Nakamura’s.

The second step will be to look for asso-

Suitable research. Drug in-
dustry's Teruhisa Noguchi
says SNPs offer promise of
"tailor-made medicine."

ciations between the identified SNPs and
disease susceptibility and drug response.
This research will target diseases prevalent
in Japan, including cancer, diabetes,
rheumatoid arthritis, and cardiovascular dis-
eases. The effort will involve STA and pos-
sibly the Ministry of Health and Welfare and
the private sector. Fujiki says the scope of
the project will vary by disease and the total
effort is still being worked out.

Drug companies hope that studies of
SNPs will reveal why medication that proves
effective in one person is useless or produces
side effects in another—information that
could lead to “tailor-made medicine,” says
Teruhisa Noguchi, a former vice president of
Yamanouchi Pharmaceutical Co. “This is go-
ing to be an extremely important field for in-
dustry,” says Noguchi, who heads an indus-
try group promoting the nascent field of
pharmacogenomics, or the use
of genomic data and lab tech-
niques in developing drugs and
diagnostics.

So far, it appears that
Japan’s effort will be indepen-
dent of SNP searches over-
seas, such as TSC. That con-
sortium plans to spend $45
million over the next 2 years
to create a SNP map of the
whole genome and to make
the data public without any
preferential access for consor-
tium members (Science, 16
April, p. 406). Speaking at a
pharmacogenomics forum in
Tsukuba last week, Arthur
Holden, consortium chairman,
emphasized the group’s interest in having
Japanese participation. “Expanding our ac-
tivities would benefit everyone,” he says.

But Japanese officials say their priorities
lie elsewhere. “The Japanese have their own
[genetic] characteristics and we feel we
should do our own work on SNPs,” says
STA’s Fujiki. At the same time, he says that
the databases for Japan’s project will be
open to all and that the idea of merging the
data is worth pursuing.

Other initiatives that might be funded by
the new money include three new STA re-
search institutes focused on genome infor-
matics, stem cell research, and plant genet-
ics. Hiroshi Arakawa, an official in the Min-
istry of International Trade and Industry’s
(MITI’s) Biochemical Industry Division,
says MITI is studying a range of programs
to promote Japan’s biotechnology industry,
including possible tax incentives to promote
the commercialization of technologies re-
sulting from genomic research. The ministry
is also considering a plan to support the cre-
ation of up to 1000 new biotechnology busi-
nesses. —DENNIS NORMILE

wWw.sciencemag.org SCIENCE VOL 285 9 JULY 1999

183





