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LET’_I‘ERS

Business and Science

As the discoverer of Thermus aquaticus (1),
the organism that is the source of Tagq
polymerase, I continue to be amazed at
what has happened to our science as the
result of the “biotechnology” revolution. I
refer specifically to the 4 December News &
Comment article by Peter Aldhous (p.
1572) stating that Hoffmann-La Roche is
taking to court companies who produce and
sell this enzyme for use in the polymerase
chain reaction (PCR). As I understand it,
Cetus took an organism that I freely depos-
ited in the American Type Culture Collec-
tion, isolated an enzyme from this orga-
nism, and sold the patent to Roche, who
now claims a royalty on every use of this
enzyme for a particular laboratory proce-
dure. I am not concerned about the money
involved, but with how such practices (le-
gitimate or not), stifle the development of
scientific research. Where would biology
and medicine be today if Walther and
Fannie Hesse had patented the use of agar
in the plate culture technique that Robert
Koch developed in 18827 Agar is a natural
product, like Taq polymerase, and the plate
culture technique is a laboratory procedure,
like PCR. The agar plate technique revolu-
tionized medicine in a manner analogous to
the PCR method.

Who do theése business types who have
sneaked into our scientific research commu-
nity think they are?

Thomas D. Brock
701 Ridge Street, Madison, W1 53705
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Measles Vaccine: Titre and Safety

The article “Measles battle loses potent
weapon” by Rick Weiss (Research News,
23 Oct., p. 546) discusses the Edmonston-
Zagreb (E-Z) measles vaccine, developed by
the Institute of Immunology in Zagreb. I
would like to comment on some points that
may not have been clear. First, the E-Z
high-titer vaccine (which contains 10 to
100 times the usual concentration of virus)
has been successfully given to Mexican
infants (1) with no reported death rate that
was higher than expected. This contrasts
with the puzzling observation that an un-
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usually large percentage of infants given the
high-titer E-Z vaccine in Guinea-Bissau died
from diseases other than measles. Second,
Weiss does not mention that another high-
titer measles vaccine (Schwarz) has been
used with delayed effects similar to those of
the high-titer E-Z vaccine used in Guinea-
Bissau; thus the problem may be with high
titers, not with the E-Z vaccine itself.

Finally, it should be emphasized that the
E-Z vaccine has been used in many coun-
tries in Europe, Asia, Africa, and Latin
America. Milliohs of vaccinated children
have been protected and have not shown
side effects. The E-Z vaccine, given in a
standard dose, has been approved by the
World Health Organization. A recent con-
ference report stated (2)

The evidence examined at this meeting support-
ed the continued use of standard measles vac-
cinee for all infants in immunization pro-
grammes. Standard measles vaccines have been
shown to be safe and highly effective and have
resulted in significant reduction in morbidity and
mortality in numerous countries throughout the
world. Measles immunization is generally consid-
ered the most cost-effective public health inter-
vention available.

Vlatko Silobréi¢
Institute of Immunology,
Rockefellerova 2, 41000 Zagreb, Croatia
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My colleagues and I spent 4 years studying
the Edmonston-Zagreb (E-Z) vaccine while
doing field research in a rural area of Sene-
gal. Our conclusions with respect to the
safety, immunogenicity, and efficacy of this
vaccine given at high titér-early in life were
different from the results of previous stud-
ies. In a clinical efficacy trial (1), we found
a much higher rate of vaccine failure when
the high-titer E-Z live measles vaccine was
given to infants 4 to 6 months old than
when the standard measles vaccine was
given to infants 9 to 10 months old (which
was the strategy recommended by the
World Health Organization for Africa).
The rationale for the recommended use
of the high-titer E-Z vaccine was the higher
immunogenicity it provides when given to
infants 4 to 6 months old and the hope that
it would “pass the barrier of maternal anti-
bodies.” However, the study done in Mex-
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