
NEWS 

Call for more coordination of 
Gulf war syndrome research 
Washington. Efforts to identify the so-called 
'GulfWar Syndrome' affecting US troops 
who served in the Gulf War largely con
sist of badly designed and poorly coordi
nated studies that are unlikely to provide 
useful results, according to the US Insti
tute of Medicine (1oM). 

An 1oM panel describes the 50 or so 
separate public and private studies now 
under way as well-intentioned. But it 
claims that they are "intrinsically unsuit
able for systematic study of the health 
effects of the Gulf War", because of the 
methods used to select participants and 
collect data. 

The I oM panel, chaired by John Bailar 
of McGill University, Montreal, Canada, 
found that most ofthe studies were piece
meal in nature, and that some had "sev
eral fundamental problems". Most lacked 
proper controls to compare, for example, 
the health of the Gulf veterans being stud
ied with a control group of other subjects. 

"Overall, there has been a serious lack 
of adequate attention to the design of 
individual studies," the panel found, while 
the failure to coordinate the studies was 

an "even more serious" weakness. 
Part of the problem has been a lack of 

coordination between the main govern
ment departments involved, namely 
Defense, Veterans' Affairs, and Health 
and Human Services. The 1oM calls for 
Vice-President AI Gore to chair a com
mittee to coordinate their efforts, and to 
involve leading epidemiologists. 

But Bailar says that Defense and Vet
erans' Affairs officials who saw the 
report before publication appeared re
ceptive to its central message. "What's 
been done is characteristic of the early 
stages of recognition of any new or newly 
recognized disease," he says. That phase 
has now come to an end, he adds, and 
large-population studies are now needed. 

An investigation by the National In
stitutes of Health last year found no firm 
evidence for the existence of a 'GulfWar 
syndrome', and Bailar is noncommittal. 
He admits that there are "a significant 
number of veterans who are sick and 
suffering", but adds that the nature and 
specificity of their illnesses remained un
known. Colin Macilwain 

Ballot urged on ageing centre plans 
San Francisco. Animal-rights and environ
mental activists have stalled the construc
tion of a $1 00-million centre for 
multidisciplinary research on ageing in Cali
fornia, claiming that plans for the centre are 
too ambitious. 

The Buck Center for Research in Aging is 
the result of eight years of planning following 
a court decision that $5 million of the funds 
of the Buck Trust should be devoted annu
ally to an international centre on ageing. 

The trust supports a variety of social 
services and environmental groups in Marin 
County, north of San Francisco. Bulldozers 
had begun preparing land for construction 
of the new center when opponents collected 
almost 19,000 signatures to put the project 
to a local ballot. Now county officials will 
have either to rescind their support of the 
Buck Center, or ask local citizens to vote on 
whether to build the project. 

The centre hopes to attract scientists to 
carry out basic, clinical and social policy 
research on ageing. The first five years of 
work are planned to be devoted to tbe ageing 

brain, with projects in Alzheimer's disease, 
Parkinson's disease, cognitive problems and 
depression. 

The board of the centre expects research
ers to supplement its $5-million annual 
budget with grants from the National Insti
tutes of Health, support from private philan
thropists and agreements with corporations. 
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But local environmentalists are object
ing to the project's size and location. The 
centre owns 488 acres of land and the 
project would eventually include a 
355,000-square-foot research and educa
tion complex, a commercial centre and 
about 120 condominiums. 

Officials say that they plan to build on 
only 6 per cent of the land, and to landscape 
or otherwise alter slightly more than half the 
parcel. But local residents say that plans to 
stabilize the side of Mount Burdell (the 
mountain that the site backs on to) in order 
to manage radioactive and infectious waste 
safely would destroy an important greenbelt. 

Animal-rights activists argue that the 
centre's plans to study only rodents or 
similar animals are likely to change. Oth
ers complain that the financial bonds 
needed to fund the centre could put other 
programmes funded by the Buck Trust in 
financial jeopardy. 

Craig Perrin, coordinator for the Com
mittee to Save Mount Burdell, which has led 
tbe protest campaign, says that the commu-

nity would have preferred a centre focused 
solely on human clinical studies, regarding 
basic research as outmoded. 

But a spokeswoman for the centre says 
that it has worked with the local community 
to find ways to mitigate the development's 
impact, and is confident that local citizens 
will approve the plan. Sally Lehrman 

Blood transfusion 
system comes under 
fire in Canada 

Montreal. A group of international experts 
has criticized the operation of Canada's 
blood transfusion system and warned that 
safety could be "seriously compromised" 
unless deficiencies in its procedures are 
corrected. The experts were called in by a 
commission of inquiry - headed by Mr 
Justice Horace Krever - set up last spring 
to review the country's blood transfusion 
system. 

In its report, the expert group claims in 
particular that the responsibilities of the 
organizations making up the system - the 
Canadian Red Cross Society, the Bureau of 
Biologics (the federal regulatory agency), 
the Canadian Blood Agency (the funding 
body) and various public health departments 
- are poorly defined, and cause conflict 
among the agencies. 

The group, which was chaired by Kenneth 
D. McClatchley, professor of pathology at 
the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, in 
the United States, also criticizes the overuse 
of blood and blood products, understaffing, 
and a lack of expertise at the Bureau of 
Biologics. 

Its overall verdict is that Canada's blood 
system is as safe as that of other industrial
ized countries. But although procedures for 
collecting blood and manufacturing blood 
products at regional centres are "satisfac
tory", they are nonetheless "fragile". 

The experts recommend a restructuring 
of the system to eliminate conflicts among 
the various agencies, and to define their 
responsibilities for ensuring safety. The 
Bureau of Biologics should be given more 
resources to enable it to monitor safety, adds 
the report, while the Red Cross needs to 
improve planning and management. 

Furthermore, the scope of research should 
be enlarged, it says, from mainly investiga
tor-led studies of basic medical problems to 
wider issues of health-systems research. In 
particular, research should include evaluat
ing strategies to improve safety and effi
ciency in blood collection and delivery. 

The Red Cross has accepted most of the 
group's conclusions, in particular those that 
would rebuild the public confidence in the 
system damaged, as in many other coun
tries, by the contamination ofblood supplies 
with human immunodeficiency virus in the 
mid-1980s. 

The recommendation that regulatory pro

cedures should be improved has also been 
supported by the Canadian Hemophilia So
ciety. According to the society's president, 
Durhane Wong-Reiner, many senior em
ployees at the Bureau ofBiologics have quit 
because of frustration with its structure, 
although the bureau itself says it intends to 
double its staff to 24. David Spurgeon 
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