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Closure threat at FDA laboratories 
Drug testing 
facilities given 
low priority 
Washington 

The Food and Drug Administration 
(FDA) seems to be playing cat and mouse 
with the 500 members of the staff of its 
drug research laboratories in south-east 
and south-west Washington. Last month, 
as the Reagan Administration's budget 
problems became apparent, the FDA 
management raised the prospect that its 
three drug investigation laboratories might 
be shut. At the same time, all members of 
staff were advised that they should ensure 
that their career record forms (SFI71) were 
complete by the end of October. This is a 
familiar preparation for dismissal. 
Although the Senate Appropriations 
Committee has now decided that the 
emergency cut of $40 million in FDA's 
budget should be trimmed by $6 million, 
members of staff have the impression that 
the laboratories' days are numbered. 

FDA's response to last month's budget
ary problems seems to have been unusually 
panicky. Senior officials of the 
administration were given 24 hours in 
which to define a package of economies 
amounting to 20 per cent of the budget. At 
a meeting on 16 October in the auditorium 
of FDA's Humphrey Building, more than 
200 scientists were told that the investi
gation had shown that the Bureau of Drugs 
could dispense with its divisions of drug 
biology and of drug chemistry and the bio
pharmaceutics laboratory. It had already 
been decided that the national centre for 
antibiotic analysis, supported chiefly by 
fees from manufacturers with products to 
test, will be disbanded, largely on the 
grounds that its work could be carried out 
by private laboratories. 

Anxiety about the future of the labor
atories stems from the form of words used 
at the meeting on 16 October by Dr Richard 
Terselic, deputy director of the Bureau of 
Drugs. Terselic is reported to have told his 
audience that on several occasions in the 
past two or three years, studies of the con
sequences of large budget cuts had repeat
edly shown the laboratories to be dispen
sable. Asked what would happen if the cut 
required of FDA was more like 5 per cent 
than 20 per cent, he is reported to have said 
that "if you have decided that A is less 
important than B ... there is a pressure in 
the system" that will make the Jess impor
tant activity vulnerable in future years. 

A spokesman for FDA confirmed last 
week that the continuation of the work of 
the laboratories "has been identified as a 
low-priority area". He added that in the 
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light of the action by the Senate Appro
priations Committee, it was not now likely 
that the laboratories would be closed 
during the present financial year (which 
began on 1 October). 

FDA's drug investigation laboratories 
occupy a central role in its regulation of 
new drugs. Their functions include the 
checking of manufacturers' claims for the 
safety of new materials and an assessment 
of the efficacy of materials proposed for 
medicinal use. Among the laboratories' 
claims on public attention is that they were 
the source of the first warnings of the 
dangers of thalidomide in the late 1950s. 

Members of the laboratories claim that 

closure would compel the Bureau of Drugs 
to rely on post-marketing surveillance for 
the independent assessment of the efficacy 
of new drugs. It seems likely that such a 
departure from present practice would 
raise hackles in Congress. A letter-writing 
campaign by those concerned has been 
begun, while earlier this week it seemed 
likely that Congressman Albert Gore, 
chairman of the oversight subcommittee of 
the House of Representatives Committee 
on Science and Technology, would try to 
get to the bottom of FDA's intentions. 

The outcome of a mandatory meeting of 
all the laboratory staff called for Tuesday 
this week is not yet apparent. 

UK universities plan to fire staff 
British universities are still in a state of 

confusion over how to economize to meet 
the cuts in their grants. A major worry is 
still whether compensation to academics 
who lose their jobs will cost the universities 
more than savings in lost salaries. The 
answer will depend on how much extra 
money the government is willing to make 
available specifically for redundancy 
payments. 

The Committee of Vice-Chancellors and 
Principals, which expects the first 
redundancies to be announced within a few 
weeks, now says that the matter is urgent. 
Last week it asked the University Grants 
Committee (UGC), which distributes 
government money among universities, to 
announce the terms under which it will 
compensate universities for redundancy 
payments. 

The vice-chancellors' committee has 
provided the UGC with its own re
commendations for the minimum com
pensation to which redundant academics 
should be entitled. Its scheme is intended to 
ensure fair treatment, especially for those 
academics whose contracts of employment 
do not give them security of tenure. Those 
with tenure, however, are likely to fight for 
higher compensation through the courts, 
making it still impossible to calculate the 
total redundancy bill. The best estimate 
remains that made in the summer of about 
£250 million. 

The vice-chancellors' compensation 
scheme is based on that for civil servants. It 
is divided into three age categories- above 
55 years, 50-55 years and below 50 years. 
Under the scheme, academics aged 55 years 
and over would be entitled to com
pensation broadly in line with the existing 
premature retirement scheme which 
provides a lump sum and an early pension. 
For example, an academic aged 55 years 
with 30 years' service and a salary of 
£15,410 would receive £23,115 as a lump 
sum and £7,705 index-linked annual 
pension. Total cost to the university would 
be £39,989. 

The vice-chancellors say that existing 

early retirement terms for academics aged 
50-55 years are unfair. Accordingly, they 
recommend an additional lump sum 
payment to compensate for up to five 
years' loss of pension rights. Hence a 
redundant academic aged 50 with 25 years 
of service and an annual salary of £15,410 
would receive a lump payment of £21,566 
in addition to an index-linked pension of 
£6,742 a year and a further Jump sum of 
£20,226. The total cost to the university 
would be £72,150. 

Academics under 50 years of age would 
be entitled to a lump sum severance 
payment in addition to the normal Jump 
sum and pension payable after retirement 
age. The total extra cost to the university 
would be only the lump sum payment. This 
would mean that an academic made 
redundant at age 40 years with 15 years of 
service and an annual salary of £11,425 
would receive £23,800 on redundancy, a 
£6,4261ump sum and an annual pension of 
£2,142 after normal retirement age. The 
extra cost to the university would be 
£23,800. 

The vice-chancellors' committee hopes 
that the UGC will adopt its scheme when 
deciding how to compensate universities 
for redundancy payments. But precisely 
how much money the UGC can make 
available remains uncertain. The £20 
million already earmarked will almost 
certainly be inadequate, but much will 
depend on when the bills come in. 

The vice-chancellors' scheme, however, 
is being given short shrift by the 
Association ofUniversityTeachers (AUT), 
the academics' trade union, which refuses 
to discuss the possibility of compulsory 
redundancy. The AUT believes that 
universities should make economies only 
through early retirement, frozen posts and 
non-payroll savings. It is adding its voice to 
requests that the government should 
spread the cuts over five instead of three 
years. 

The AUT's threat to start legal 
proceedings at the first hint of compulsory 
redundancy, even before names are 
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