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The hitherto rather tranquil and research-focused cell biology community is at the
receiving end of a number of wakeup calls that hammer home an important message
with increasing urgency: you as cell biologist are called upon to go out and partici-

pate in the debate on issues such as ethics and national security.
Take cloning. The media frenzy around cloning has peaked now with the still uncon-

firmed claim of a North American sect to have cloned one or more humans. Although this
particular claim remains unverified, several others have joined the press release race pro-
claiming similar ‘achievements’. There is a real cause for concern that this will result in an
indiscriminate public backlash against biology research, as well as in a political backlash in
the form of over-restrictive cloning laws. This is especially pertinent in the US, which has
seen high-level backing for extremely restrictive laws on stem cell research that may cul-
minate in legislation to flat out ban any form of human cloning, including cloning for der-
ivation of stem cells.

Alternatively, take bioterrorism. Bioweapons are undoubtedly a real concern. However,
the debate has all too often been derailed by unbalanced media attention. The parallels to
nuclear physics favoured by some observers are only partially relevant when analysing the
bioterrorist threat. Among the many differences is the fact that we are surrounded by
extremely pathogenic agents and sensitive materials will always be readily available, so that
restrictions on a subset of agents will probably be ineffective. Take castor oil, the source of
the ricin traces recently detected in London. It seems as insufficient to ban castor seed sales
as it is to restrict airport searches largely to shoes after the attempted bombing of a US air-
liner late last year. Similarly, much of what is published by cell biologists may indirectly aid
in the generation of bioweapons, as well as to further the cause of medicine. Aside from the
real danger of blocking vital medical advances, a rush into restrictive legislation might well
backfire for the simple reason that research can uncover solutions to bioweapons just as
much as it can generate them. Blanket exclusion of scientists of certain nationalities or reli-
gious beliefs from the research community would be as unfair as it would be ineffective.

Although two very different challenges, these are both issues that need to be discussed
intelligently and exhaustively before things are set into legislative stone. One thing is clear:
there is a communication gap between scientists and both the public and politicians. Tired
Frankensteinian visions are all too often resurrected, fed by the general reluctance of sci-
entists to devote sufficient energies to fostering a real public understanding for the
research they are involved in. It is essential that the rationale, the process and the results of
research are explained at every opportunity, be it in the media, museums or public lec-
tures. It is in every scientist’s interest to show the world that they are thinking, rational
individuals who represent responsible citizens at the centre of their communities. At pres-
ent, the public voice of science runs the risk of being represented disproportionally by
some of the more marginalized members of the community. The public rightly expects
publicly funded science to be transparent and it has a right to be informed.

Things are being done: the American Society for Cell Biology played host to two eloquent
keynote speakers (R. Alta Charo, University of Wisconsin and Steven Block of Stanford
University) at their annual meeting in San Francisco in December, who called for increased
audience participation on the subjects of bioethics and bioterrorism. Journals are actively
analysing what should and what should not be done about the publication of potentially
sensitive information: editors exchanged ideas at a meeting hosted by the US National
Academy of Sciences (NAS) in January with scientists, politicians, lawyers and security spe-
cialists. It is clear that further intensive debate will be required to see if it is possible to find
a set of criteria for what the head of the Office of Science and Technology Policy (OSTP),
John Marburger, calls “dual-use” research; that is, research that may aid in the generation of
bioweapons. The meeting will result in an initial joint statement of editors later this month.
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Several institutions have taken leads in these areas. In the US, the centre of disease con-
trol and NAS, for example, have generated exemplary websites with information on bioter-
rorism (http://www.cdc.gov and http://search.nap.edu/firstresponders, respectively).
JASON represents a group of academicians that consults for the US Government and its
agencies on technical matters related to national security. Furthermore, the British Royal
Society and the American Society for Microbiology have been actively involved in debates
on stem cells, cloning and bioterrorism. However, what is generally missing is well publi-
cized, authoritative and approachable bodies that should serve to inform the public as well
as to aid in self regulation of the research community. We suggest that a number of proac-
tive committees are set up by learned societies and universities, which should be populat-
ed by a broad and international range of authoritative and eloquent researchers. We also
suggest that only an international approach will be truly effective given the globalized sci-
entific landscape. These groups should monitor and debate what research may be sensitive
to national/global security or ethically compromized in consultation with lawyers, politi-
cians and indeed the public. Such committees should serve as authoritative resources of
information and advice for all interested parties. They should guide research aimed at
defusing bioweapons threats, they should be points of independent consultation for grant
giving bodies and journals about sensitive research and they should inform the public and
journalists on research activity. We hope that the Royal Society’s recent call for a scientific
code of conduct will not fall on deaf ears.

One key point is to try and achieve a global consensus. Science is an international enter-
prise and country restricted rules will remain inadequate, as restricted research may sim-
ply move to countries where it is still legal. NAS president Bruce Alberts is planning to take
the debate to Europe this month.

The hope is that this approach can result in the setting down of internationally appli-
cable standards and that this system will result in effective self-regulation of the scientific
community. To quote Alberts, “if we don’t set our own rules and standards on how
researchers operate, others may come in and do it for us”.

Copyright revised
Scientific publishing is rather unique in its approach: authors contribute work for free to
the journals, be it primary research or review articles. In return, the journals endeavour to
aid in the best possible dissemination of information by distilling out significant contribu-
tions and optimizing the clarity of writing and presentation. A successful system of peer
review throws the ball back into the court of the specialist scientist to evaluate and improve
primary research and reviews, again free of charge. All this can leave outside observers gap-
ing at the apparent topsy-turvy nature of it all. Despite much-discussed possible limitations
of the system, which have resulted in experiments such as PubMed Central, the Public
Library of Science (with associated journals PloS Biology and Medicine) and the Journal of
Biology, we are still convinced that the system works very well to deliver efficiently and
effectively what serves the readers best; that is, a collection of the highest quality science
packaged in a digestible and accessible medium.

One sticking point has always been the copyright rules associated with scientific pub-
lishing. To address this, Nature Cell Biology, in conjunction with Nature and the other
Nature research titles, has now introduced a new copyright policy. We no longer require
authors to sign away their copyright. Instead, we now ask authors to grant Nature
Publishing Group exclusive licence to publish the paper in all media globally, to translate it
into other languages, and to adapt and potentially licence it to others. Importantly, the
ownership of the copyright resides with the authors, who may reproduce the paper in any
printed volume of which they are the authors. Furthermore, they and any academic insti-
tution where they work at the time of publication may reproduce the paper without pay-
ment for the purpose of course teaching. Authors may also post a copy of their paper on
their own website once the printed edition has been published, provided that they also pro-
vide a link to NCB’s website. ‘Their own’ refers to any site devoted to them, whether owned
by them or by a not-for-profit employer. However, it does not include open archival web-
sites, such as those that host collections of articles by an institution, which would amount
to a breach of our copyright agreement. Please note that this policy has been applied ret-
rospectively: we are happy to extend to all our authors the rights laid out in the new licence
agreements. For the exact terms and conditions please see a copy of the licence agreement
at http://npg.nature.com/authornews.

NATURE CELL BIOLOGY VOL 5 JFEBRUARY 2003 www.nature.com/naturecellbiology86

© 2003 Nature Publishing Group

 


	Cloning terror

