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In addition, immunologists both in 

and out of Imanishi-Kari's closely knit 
circle of defenders also say the ORI mis­
understood several crucial scientific 
points, including the working of a 
reagent known as Bet-1. (Bet-1 is a 
reagent Imanishi-Kari used to distinguish 
between antibodies produced by the 
mouse's own gene and ones produced by 
a transplanted gene.) The ORI, however, 
has lined up two renowned scientists to 
testify about the science: Walter Gilbert, 
a Nobel-winning biologist from Harvard 
University who has become one of David 
Baltimore's leading foes, and Joseph 
Davie, a widely respected immunologist 
who chaired the ORI's advisory panel. 
During the probe, Davie became vice­
president for research at Biogen Inc., 

a biotechnology company based in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, whose board 
of directors includes Gilbert. 

The differing views of the evidence will 
not be sorted out immediately. Because of 
scheduling conflicts, the Appeals Board 
hearing is slated to break in July and re­
sume in August, with a ruling expected 
late this year. Guilty or not, Imanishi­
Kari's career is up in the air. Although 
Imanishi-Kari is seeking to extend her ap­
pointment at Tufts until at least after the 
appeal, as Nature Medidne went to press, 
the university was planning to relieve her 
from her duties on 1 July. If she is ulti­
mately exonerated, however, she will be 
allowed to apply for tenure. 
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Rats, rats, rats! 
During the past year, rumours have 
abounded of increasing rat populations in 
several large dties. From New York to Wash­
ington and Warsaw to London local papers 
have carried stories dting anecdotal evi­
dence of increased rat sightings, infestations, 
and even rat attacks. In 
urban areas, the chief cul-
prits are from either RaUus 
norvegicus or RaUus raUus. 

In spite of such observa­
tions, the claims remain 
largely unsubstantiated. 
"The rat problem in met­
ropolitan areas around the 
world is probably the 
worst it has been in the 
last SO years or so," says 
Gregory Gurri-Glass of the 
Johns Hopkins School of 
Public Health and Hy-

from the inner-city neighbourhoods of Balti­
more, Maryland, Gurri-Glass and his 
colleagues identified in 1987 a 'Seoul-like' 
hantavirus, which they called Baltimore rat 
virus. Although subsequent studies have 
failed to identify anyone with acute symp-

toms of the disease, 
Gurri-Glass says he has 
found people with anti­
bodies to the virus. "There 
probably is a lot of morbid­
ity floating around in 
human populations from 
viruses carried by rats that 
remains undetected," says 
Gurri-Glass. f The threat is no less real 

3 because it has not yet hap­
~ pened. "If diseases like the 
" Seoul virus broke out they 
~ could kill hundreds or 
~ thousands," says Stephen giene, "but no one is inter­

ested in putting money 
into studies to learn what 
is really happening." 

J.E. Childs with a Norway rat S. Morse of the Rockefeller 
caught in Baltimore, Maryland. University. Morse specu­

lates that the increased 
Large populations of rats in urban areas 

pose a well-documented threat. The bu­
bonic plague, which ravaged communities 
in Europe and Asia in the mid-14th century, 
causing widespread disruption, was trans­
mitted by the bite of a flea from rodents 
infected with the bacteria Y ersinia pestis. 

In Korea in the early 1980s, R. norvegicus 
and R. raUus were found to carry a han­
tavirus that caused haemorrhagic fever with 
renal syndrome in humans. Studies later 
found that the Seoul virus, as it was named, 
was related to, but distinct from previously 
identified Hantaan virus. On examining rats 
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threat is due at least in part to the unprece­
dented ecological and demographical 
changes that are occurring everywhere. 

In the book Emerging Viruses, Morse and 
others advocate establishing a worldwide 
network for predicting where viral outbreaks 
might occur. James E. Childs of the US 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
says that such a global surveillance system 
would not only monitor disease spread, but 
would also track reservoir host populations, 
alerting offidals and the public to the risk. 
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India forges 
ahead with 

contraceptive 
• vacc1ne 

Researchers in India appear to have the 
edge in a keenly watched race to de­
velop a vaccine that will provide pro­
tection against pregnancy. Early safety 
and efficacy data from human clinical 
trials of the anti-HCG (human chori­
onic gonadotropin) vaccine, developed 

G.P. Talwar, developer 
of India's candidate 
vaccine for protection 
against pregnancy. 

at the National 
Institute of 
Immunology in 
New Delhi, look 
promising. A lar­
ger efficacy trial 
of the vaccine 
is expected to 
begin sometime 
next year. 

In a limited 
trial of the vac­
cine to deter­
mine safety and 
efficacy, 118 
(80 per cent) of 
the 148 women 

who took part produced significant 
levels of anti-HCG antibodies (levels 
greater than SO ng ml-'), and were 
protected against pregnancy for be­
tween 6 months and 2ft years (the 
range is a result of some women join­
ing the study late). 

"At present, ours is the only contra­
ceptive vaccine that has passed safety 
and efficacy tests," says Gursaran 
Prasad Talwar, the vaccine's developer 
and former director of the Immunol­
ogy Institute. 

A rival anti-HCG vaccine is being de­
veloped by Vernon C. Stevens of Ohio 
State University, USA, with support 
from the World Health Organization 
(WHO). However, a (phase II) safety 
and efficacy trial of the vaccine in Swe­
den was suspended in June 1994 
following "the occurrence of unex­
pected but transient side effects in the 
majority of the first seven women vol­
unteers admitted to the trial." Thought 
to be due to an excessive 'local' reaction 
to the vaccine, animal experiments are 
now under way to identify the cause of 
the side-effects. 

The two vaccines have been in a race 
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