
EMBL Faces Huge Bill Following 
Adverse Pay Dispute Ruling 
Scientists at one af the wor1d"sleading re- Israel. h4any such afganizations-including 
search centers, the Eumpean Molecular Bi- NAKl, the Empeau Space Agency, the Or- 
ology Laboratory (EMBL) in Heidelberg, ganization for Economic Cooperatiotl and 
Gennany, are in shock after being told that Development, and cshm-lxlong to a group 
an adverse judgment in a salary dispute called the Coordinated Organizations (Co- 
could wipe out as much as 25% of the lab's W, which sets s t & ~  levels and scales for 
core fm&g and &maten cancellation of its 
ambitious fature plans. The bad news was 
delivered at a staff meeting last month by 
EMBL director-general Fotis Kafatos, who 
told resemhers and other employees that a 
worst-case interpretation of the ruling- 
which was rendered by the Geneva-based 
Intamtional Labour Orgmkation (IL0)- 
could lead to the institutiion shutting down- 
Although Kafatas stressed that this possibil- 
ity was remote, even under the most opti- 
mistic intapemion the complex judgment 
will cost 'the lab millions of dollars in back 
salary payments and possibly curtail impor- 
tant new research initiatives. 

The decision come;s at the wwst possible 
time for the 25-year-old iustitution. EMBL is 
already facing the potentd loss of European 
Union (EU) infrastructure fundiqg for one of 
its outstations, the European &oinformatics 
Institute (EBI), near Cambridge, U.K. The 
EU--which this year provided about 36% of 
the EBI's $8.3 million b u d g e t a d e d  earli- 
erthisyeartocutallitsi&&m3mefunding 
to El31 and several other European research 
facilities next year. (A letter h m  more than 
60 European scientists protesting this deci- 
sion was published in this week's Nature.) 
Later this month, Kafatos is scheduled to go 
before EMBES governing council, which 
umsists of delegates h m  the lab's 16 mem- 
ber countries, to present a draR 5-year scien- 
tific plan for 2001 to 2005 that is expeckl to 
include a simcant boost in EMBL funding 
for EBI and its new mouse genetics facility at 
the Monterotondo Research Center near 
Rome. Kafatos and other EMBL xcsearchers 
fear, however, that the council may take a dim 
view of increased support for EBI if it is 
forced to fork out huge additional sums of 
money to the lab's M. 

Thecowolutedlegalcasehasitsr00tsin 
EMBL.3 status as an international organiza- 
tion, s p o d  by 15 European nations phs 

Juggling act. EMBL director-. 
general Fotis Kafatos's plans for the ~u&ean 
Bioinfonnatics Institute may be in jeopardy. 

its members. Although EMBL has never 
joined Co-Org, in 1982 the lab adopted the 
CdXg system as a "guide" for salary levels, 
a decision that was written into its staff regu- 
lations. But in 1992 the EMBL council, c o ~  
cerned with the growing costs to the lab of 
following the Co-Org guidelines, begau cap 
ping salary increases at lower levels. As a re- 
sult, overall salaries at EMBL began to slip 
below those at Co-Org member oqphtiolls. 

In 1995, EMBEs staff association chal- 
lenged this decision. When the council re- 
fused to reIent, three EMBL scientists and two 
110-1c staff staff joined by 
a large number of their colleagues--filed 
c o m p ~  for back pay with the LO, which 
arbitrates labor drsputes hV0lVhg inklDi3!i0~ 
al oqpnhtions. On 8 July of this year, the 
LO'S administrative tribunal ruled in their fa- 
vor, arguing that EMBL could not deviate 
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from its own staffqgdations without pmvid- 
ing "proper msons'' and adding that "finan- 
cial amsidedons . . . do not umstitute a valid 
reason.'' The tniunal's order, which cannot be 
appealed, directs EMBL to implement the 
Co-Org salary increases for 1 995, and in ad- 
dition to pay employees 10?4 annual interes~ 
since that year on the sums past due. 

However, ,the decision leaves ambiguous 
wkherthecoundisdyrequiredtogrant 
the percent increases mandated for 1995, or 
wfietfieritmustnowrestarewpllsalarylev- 
els to what they would have been if the guide- 
lines had been followed since 1992, an ex- 
W l y  costly inteqmtation that some staff 
members are advocating-but one which 
could nearly bankrupt the lab. "The ILO- 
mandated salary adjadjustments are reasonaMe if 
implemented according to the councilk [more 
conservative interpretation]," Kafatos told 
8ciehz. '"But the m e  inteqmtations ad- 
vocated by some [present and former staff 
members]a€e-&dddamage 
EMBLbadty.nMoreaver,twomorecasesbe 
fore theKO concerning salaries for 19% and 

1997 are stillpendmg 
dareexpecwltobe 

early l-ext year, 
although the amounts 
of aonqr involved are 
considerably less. 

At the staffmeeting 
last month, Kafatos 
said that at worst the 
ruling would require 

the lab to pay an immediate lump sum of 
about $11 million, or about a quarter of the 
$43 million the member states provided 
EMBL in 1999 for its core operating costs. 
The tab for catchmg up with b O r g  salary 
scales would then run about $2 million per 
year in future years. And these large sums do 
not include the possible adverse judgments 
for 1996 and 1997. Even the best-case sce- 
nario, in which the lab would not have to ful- 
ly adjust overall salaries to Co-Org levels, 
would still mean a $2.7 million bill for the 
1995 judgment alone. 

'The council was wrong in not granting 
these salary increases," says structural biolo- 3 
gist Luis Serano, chair of the EMBL staff 5 
association. "From a legal point of view 2 
they made a blunder." But Kafatos says that !z the lab was not obligated to follow Co-Org p 
rules. "It is clear that the EMBL council 
never ceded its decision-making powers to a 
Co-Org [because] we are not a member." $ 

"I am not womed that EMBL will shut 3 
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down," says computational biologist Peer 
Bork, "because that is an extreme scenario 
and I don't think it will happen. But there is a 
chancethatwewillloseourcriticalmassin 
some [research] areas and will not be com- 
petitive anymore." One of these areas, Bork 
says, is the hot field of fimctional genomics, 
"which requires a lot of expensive equip- 
ment" And Serrano adds that "it is clear this 
is going to be a major blow for EMBL." Just 
how major, he says, depends on which inter- 
pretation of the ILO ruling that the staff 
chooses to insist upon, a decision currently 
bemg debated in the lab's corridors. 

AsSciencewenttopress,thestaffassocia- 
tionwassrpectedtomeetthisweektodiscuss 
its options. EMBL employees might agree to 
spread the back payments over a number of 
years to soften the blow or to take increased 
holiday time to partly compensate for the 
moneytheyareclwed.ButSefidM,saysthat 
manyoftheoriginalcomplainantsinthecase 
are no longeratEMBL, andthey may notbe 
willing to c o m p r 0 6 i n  which case the 
matter could end up back before the LO if 
the governing council does not agree with the 
staff interpretation. According to one staff 
member who prefers to remain anonymous, 
"there are people who don't care if the lab 
goesdownthedrainoverthis." 

Kafatos will have to tread cxwefully to 
avoid such a scenario in the coming months. 
The best solution, he says, would be one 
that would "safeguard both the fair inkatst 
of all EMBL personnel and the continued 
well-being of EMBL as an  tio on." And 
he will be looking for any enci,&g& signs 
that the staff will rally behind him. Says Ser- 
rano: 'Wobody in this buildmg is interested 
in destraying EMBL." ~ K H A E L  BALER 

wing of the animal rights mavement. 
Although animal rights groups have van- 

dalized many laboratories in the United 
States, in recent years most attacks on indi- 
vidualshavedinEurope(Sciefice,4 
June, p. 1604). "This is the f H  time there's 
been a campaign of this ilk [in the United 
States] on this large a scale," says Mary 
Brennan, executive vice president of the 
Foundation for Biomedical Research (FBR), 
a Washington, D.C., watchdog group, which 
warned the intended victims aRer spotting a 
list of them on an aubal rights or'ganization's 
Web site. While some researchers, like Capi- 
tanio, seemed to take the missives in stride, 
others saw them as much more serious: 
"Some of my colleagues are feeling very 
fighkned," Capitanio says. 

As Science went to press, more than 50 
of the 87 letters had been received, al l  bear- 
ing a Las Vegas postmark dated 22 October. 
In addition to a razor blade taped inside the 
rrpper edge of the envelope, each letter con- 
tained a short, typed message that read, in 
part: "You have until autumn of the year 
2000 to release all of your primate captives 
and get out of the vivisection industry." 

A group called the Justice Department has 
claimed nqmsi'bility for the letters in a 24 
October oonrmuniq& on a Web site, the Ani- 
mal L i M o n  F m t h e  I d d o n  Service, 
that posts information supplied by "under- 
gmnKYgroupsslachastheAnimalLiion 
Front (ALF; www.enviroweb.org/AlFIS/ 
index2.html). The FBR and another group, 
Americans for Medical Progress, spotted the 
p0stingthemxtdayand~therese;trchers 
listedNoiujurieshavebeenrepoaed 

The Justice Department originated in 
Britain, where it has xkuowledged sending 
letter bombs and other devices to phannaceu- 
tical labs, animal breeders, and researchers 
since 1993. One of the group's members Booby-Trap~ed Letters served 3 years in prism - years ago, +he 

Sent to 87 Researchers 
Psychobiologist John Capitanio could see the 
razor blade h u g h  the back of the envelope 
mailed to his office at the University of Cali- 

2 finnia,Davis.HealreadyknewwhattolOdc 
"or Capitanio had been told he was one of 87 

scientists using rumhuman primates in their 
Q research across the United States targeted last 
2 month by a shadowy animal rights group that 
3 ori- in ~ r i &  w - t m p p e t ~  to slice 
3 the f i e r s  ofanunsuspecting scientisttrying 

to open them, the letters mark a aew and dis- 
5 turbing turn toward violence by the militant 

group began similar threatening let- 
ters, complete with razor blades, to Canadian 
hunting groups and fur retailers. A fact sheet 
on the site associated with the ALF, which 
expresses a commitment to "nonviolenW 
despitehmhgtakencredit forpastattackson 
animallabs,explainsthattheJustice~- 
rnent "see[s] another path . . . [that] involves 
mnovinganybarriersbetweenlegalandille- 
gal, violent and nonviolent" 

Some mearchers already accustomed to 
regular protests by animal rights groups 
seemed dazed by the letters. 'There's not a 
whole lotwecan~aboutthissortof~  
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other than just stay alert and not fool around 
with anydung that looks suspicious," says 
Peter Gerone, director of the Tulane Regional 
Primate Center in Covington, Louisiana. But 
others less nonchalant, including a Uni- 
versity of Washington, Seattle, AIDS re- 
mmher who declined to have his name pub- 
lished. "I have a family," he says. "I don't 
want to say I'm afhi4 but there are certain 
situations where you don't take chances." 
Capitanio says he's okay now, but admits that 
"I might &el more nervous next autumu." 

-JOCELYN KAISER 

Reverse Engineering the 
Ceramic Art of Algae 
The glasslike silica laceworks within the cell 
wallsofdiabomsaresobeautifulthey'dbeon 
display in museum cases if only they were 
thousands of times bigger. No one knows 
how these tiny algae pull off their bioceramic 
art, but researchers are closing in on the se- 
cret. On page 1 129, biochemist Nils Kr6ger 
and colleagues at the University of Regens- 
burg in Germany report new clues-silica- 
forming proteins dubbed silaffii. 

Within seconds after they added their first 
Mi samples to solutions of silicic acid, a 
siliconcantaining organic compound, Kriiger, 
Rainer Deutzmann, and Manfred Sumper 
knew they were onto something. 
says Klijger. 'You 
ly see the precip 
form. The solutio 
gets cloudy"- 

ger the first step in the 




