probability that various types of re-
combinant DNA research could produce
a dangerous or undesirable microor-
ganism? The political (policy) question
is, What measures, if any, should be tak-
en in response to this estimate? In con-
trast to the scientific question, the latter
question is answered by considering the
political climate, sociological factors,
and one’s own value judgments.

The committee’s answer to the scien-
tific question was in essence:

1) The only experiments for which
there was clearly a finite probability of
harm were among those cited in the orig-
inal warnings about possible dangers of
recombinant DNA research and which
were placed under voluntary moratori-
um.

2) For the rest of the experiments the
possibility that there could be a real dan-
ger could only be assessed on an in-
tuitive basis until there were more data
and broader scientific input.

In the view of the committee, the ap-
propriate response, that is, the policy de-
cision, was to ban the experiments in the
first category above and to place a grad-
ed series of restrictions on the other ex-
periments sufficient to allay the most se-
rious of the intuitive concerns. It should
be noted that these restrictions in effect
instituted a partial moratorium on much
recombinant DNA research and in no
way represented ending a moratorium.
Thus, the decision to specify con-
tainment levels for particular experi-
ments was primarily one of policy, being
based on value judgments as to how to
respond to a problem for which there
was an inadequate data base, and not
based on a rational estimate of the proba-
bility of risk.

The failure of the guidelines to be
clearly perceived as being a policy state-
ment rather than a scientific document
has been responsible for much of the ex-
cessive concern about possible public
health-problems from recombinant DNA
research. Particularly, classification of
an experiment as a ‘‘P4 experiment’’ is
seen by many as prima facie evidence of
serious biohazard, rather than as a su-
percautious recommendation on dealing
with an unknown area of research.

The committee quite consciously rec-
ognized that its recommendation that P4
facilities be used for certain experiments
served a twofold purpose—to ensure
maximum containment and to severely
limit the number of experiments in those
categories that at the time were consid-
ered to be the most conjectural of the
permitted experiments. In that sense, the
statement ‘‘P4 was designed to prevent
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research’ is quite true. The fact that, as
of this writing, there is still no certified
P4 facility in this country bears this out.

The third comment, ‘‘P1 is a laborato-
ry plus a bureaucrat,’’ also carries an ex-
tremely important message. This state-
ment was made during discussion of
what administrative procedures to rec-
ommend for laboratory work involving
physical and chemical characterization
of recombinant molecules free of host or
vector microorganisms. The committee
agreed that this type of work was free of
any conceivable risk, and the suggestion
was made, ‘“Why not put it in P1?*’ The
reply was, ‘‘No, because P1 is a labora-
tory plus a bureaucrat,” expressing the
idea that laboratories doing unquestion-
ably safe research must be assiduously
protected from encumbrances such as
the multiple levels of administrative re-
view inherent in being under the guide-
lines.

WALLACE P. ROWE

Laboratory of Viral Diseases,
National Institute of Allergy and
Infectious Diseases,
National Institutes of Health,
Bethesda, Maryland 20014

Medical School Transfers

In discussing Philip H. Abelson’s
editorial ‘‘Coercion of medical schools”’
(16 Sept., p. 1137) Theron A. Ebel
states (Letters, 21 Oct., p. 250) that
69 percent [actually, the figure should
be 64 percent, from the quoted data (1)]
of the U.S. citizens seeking to transfer
from foreign medical schools through
COTRANS (the Association of Ameri-
can Medical Colleges’ Coordinated
Transfer Application System) were from
three states. While not taking any posi-
tion on the desirability of such transfers,
one might point out that the three states
in question (New York, New Jersey, and
California) represent more than 22 per-
cent of the country’s population, a figure
perhaps more pertinent than the 6 per-
cent of the states they constitute. There
is still a discrepancy, but one not quite so
shocking as that quoted by Ebel.

ALEXANDER L. NuUssBaUM
Boston Biomedical Research Institute,
20 Staniford Street,
Boston, Massachusetts 02114
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