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SCIENCE

Recombinant DNA Legislation—What Next?

In a surprise move, Senator Edward M. Kennedy (D-Mass.) announced
on 27 September that he would withdraw his controversial bill S1217 on the
regulation of recombinant DNA research. In a speech before the Medical
Writers Association, Kennedy referred to recent scientific evidence sug-
gesting that the risks associated with recombinant DNA research have been
overstated. He applauded the participation of scientists and the public thus
far in national debate of the issues, and proposed that the NIH guidelines, as
revised and updated from time to time, be the basis for new legislation.
Kennedy called for a 1-year extension of current NIH guidelines to all par-
ties engaged in recombinant DNA research. He also asked that there be
continued lay involvement in the process of ‘‘evaluation, development and
implementation of our national policy toward science and medical re-
search.”

There has been a need for caution and careful deliberation all along as the
different positions on recombinant DNA legislation have emerged. Among
the positions enunciated, perhaps the most tenable have been those set forth
as ‘“‘nine principles’’ and ratified by the governing council of the American
Society for Microbiology.* The nine principles address major aspects of the
proposed legislation, bills S1217 and HR7897, namely (i) the need for a na-
tional commission, whose powers were defined as greater than those of the
Secretary of Health, Education, and Welfare, to regulate recombinant DNA
research; (ii) local or state preemption that would create a ‘‘patchwork’” of
regulations across the nation; and (iii) the imposition of fines against individ-
ual scientists who fail to comply with the letter of the law.

In June, members of the Inter-Society Council for Biology and Medicine
actively sought, through biomedical professional societies, to assess the
sentiment of the scientific community regarding recombinant DNA legisla-
tion. The result was impressive: a coalition of scientific organizations, elect-
ed officers of such organizations, and individual scientists rallied to the sup-
port of the nine principles. Congressman Paul Rogers (D-Fla.), sponsor of
HR7897, moderated his original bill to accommodate most of the nine prin-
ciples.

On 2 August, Senator Gaylord Nelson (D-Wis.) introduced an amend-
ment to S1217. He pointed out that his amendment differed from the Rogers
and Kennedy bills on a number of major issues, including the nature and
extent of regulation necessary, definition of activities to be regulated, penal-
ties for noncompliance, and state and local preemption. The reasonable po-
sitions set forth in the Nelson amendment quickly gained the support of
other senators.

Among the Senators to come forward was Adlai Stevenson (D-Ill.), who
is to be commended for his statesmanlike perspective. The Congressional
Record of 22 September records an exchange of letters between Stevenson
and the Science Adviser to the President, Dr. Frank Press. Stevenson skill-
fully reviewed the concerns of scientists and the public regarding recombi-
nant DNA research from 1973 to the present, and placed the early concerns
and later alarms in proper relation to one another. Because of data in-
dicating a need for moderation in the assessment of hazard and risk, Steven-
son is urging his senatorial colleagues to ‘‘enact legislation which is essen-
tially interim in character and which permits great flexibility in accommo-
dating to the scientific evidence as it is developed.”

There is need now for a new era of openness in the dialogue between the
scientific segment of our nation and those who represent us in the Legisla-
tive Branch. No longer dare we flaunt our perceived power or underesti-
mate the genuine efforts of concerned citizens to protect themselves from
risk. The treasured freedom of scientific inquiry can be rapidly eroded if
we ‘‘come on too strong’’ with self-serving pronouncements and over-
zealous protective positions. It is a time to speak, but it is also a time to
listen—carefully.—HARLYN O. HALVORSON, Rosenstiel Basic Sciences Re-
search Center, Brandeis University, Waltham, Massachusetts 02154

*H. O. Halvorson, Science, 10 June 1977, p. 1154 (letter).



