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CANCER-------------------------------------------

Inquiry into Pasteur deaths 
Paris 
THE death from cancer earlier this month 
of 38-year-old Willem Roskam, a former 
researcher at the Pasteur Institute in 
Paris, has added poignancy to an inquiry 
into health hazards at the institute. 
Roskam was one of seven Pasteur re
searchers to have developed rare forms of 
cancer (in his case, lymphoblastic lympho
sarcoma). All had worked on the same 
floor, at about the same time and all had 
been involved with research using recom
binant DNA. Three of the other re
searchers have also died as a result of their 
illness. But an inquiry being carried out 
under the direction of Professor Jean 
Bernard is not expected to report until the 
end of the year. 

By 1986, five cases of cancer had 
developed and by 1987 the number had 
risen to seven. "We began to ask ourselves 
some questions", says Maxime Schwartz, 
director of the Pasteur Institute. In 1987, 
the Pasteur decided to undertake an 
inquiry to determine epidemiological fac
tors that could distinguish the cancer vic
tims from a large population of present 
and former workers at the institute. A 
questionnaire was sent out to more than 
4,000 researchers and other staff who had 
worked at the institute for at least six 
months between 1971 and the end of 1986 
to determine which chemicals they used, 
which microorganisms they were in con
tact with and in which parts of the institute 
they worked. 

"People are surprised at the time 
the inquiry has taken", says Schwartz, 
"but we needed to find the names and 

addresses of all these people, contact 
them and then wait for the replies". Now, 
says Schwartz, the National Institute for 
Health and Medical Research (INSERM) 
has enough replies for a representative 
sample, but the analysis will not be com
plete before the end of the year. 

So far, the only link between the seven 
victims is that they worked in neighbour
ing laboratories. But, says Schwartz, "the 
Pasteur Institute has always taken enor
mous care with safety in the handling 
of dangerous substances. In 1986 we 
reinforced these safety measures by cre
ating new norms for the occupancy of 
laboratories. Before I became director, 
the safety officer and I visited each labora
tory and determined the maximum num
ber of people who could work in each 
room. Now we accept or refuse new 
visitors according to these norms." 

Roskam stayed at the Pasteur Institute 
for only two years, from 1977 to 1979, 
where he worked on the production of 
growth hormone using genetic-engineer
ing techniques. He later became research 
director at Sanofi-Elf-Biorecherche. If the 
inquiry indicates a link between the 
cancers and the victims' occupation, says 
Schwartz, the problem may well turn out 
to apply elsewhere. 

As a result, the Pasteur Institute is 
taking part in a wider epidemiological 
study being carried out by a Lyons-based 
cancer research institute, involving Jab
oratories in 13 countries, to see whether 
the incidence of cancers is higher in the 
laboratories than in the population at 
large. PeterColes 

NEWS 

COLD FUSION --------------

Mixed success in East 
London 
SEvERAL teams in the socialist bloc have 
reported replicating the 'cold-fusion' 
experiments of Pons and Fleischmann (see 
page 605). Not for the first time, the 
Hungarians were the first off the mark. 

On 30 March, only six days after the 
original announcement, Academician 
Gyula Csikai and Dr Tibor Sztaricsai of 
the Kossuth Lajos University of Debrecen 
managed to replicate the experiment, 
using platinum and palladium electrodes. 

The experiment lasted for such a short 
time that they could not measure the 
energy outflow, but their neutron count 
convinced them fusion had taken place. 

In Poland, two teams have reported 
positive results, one at the Technical Uni
versity of Gliwice, and one at the Univer
sity ofWroclaw, while a third team, at the 
Institute of Plasma Physics and Laser 
Microfusion in Warsaw, is also working on 
the problem- so far, without success. 

The Poles seem, on the whole, less con
fident than the Hungarians - Professor 
Lech Pajdowski, head of the Wroclaw 
team, said that his experiment, which 
lasted for 1,000 seconds, indicated a defi
nite reaction, but that it was impossible to 
state unequivocally that this was fusion. 
He also said that, according to one of his 
students, a similar result had been repor
ted by German researchers in the 1920s. 

In the Soviet Union, positive results 
have been reported from Moscow Uni
versity and from Kharkov, which claims 
that fusion has been achieved at tempera
tures between -130 o and -150 o Centi
grade. That seems, to say the least, out of 
stepwithotherclaims. Vera Rich 

SPACE APPLICATIONS --------------------------------------------------------

Private laboratory plans premature 
Washington pany, Space Industries Inc., put forward 
PLANS for a privately developed space lab- the plan for an orbiting 12-metre-long 
oratory for microgravity research and microgravity capsule that could be launched 
manufacturing which were laid under the by the space shuttle in the early 1990s. 
Reagan administration should be aban- Automated research and manufacturing 
doned, according to a report* released last facilities would have been inspected by 
week from the National Research Council. astronauts several times a year. 
The report says that the space shuttle can Although the laboratory was intended to 
accommodate the "vast majority" of provide commercial opportunities in the 
planned experiments and that there is "no period before NASA's manned space station 
evidence to suggest that microgravity Freedom is completed at the end of the 
research would lead to significant space- century, private industry remained unen-
based manufacturing in the next five to 10 thusiastic. NASA opposed the laboratory 
years". on the grounds that it would compete with 

The report deliberately avoids joining the space station for funds. 
the debate over the the role of "commercial But strong support for an orbiting space-
development" in space research. But its craft "financed, owned and operated by the 
conclusions on microgravity research, the private sector, rather than by the NASA" 
most promising area for commercial explo- came from the Reagan administration in 
itation, are bound to weaken the Reagan- 1988 and plans were made for the govern-
era view that space is "just another place to ment to back the project by leasing most of 
do business". the laboratory. I 

Two years ago, a Houston-based com- The National Research Council, the 
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investigatory arm of the National Acad
emies of Science and Engineering, was 
asked to examine the prospects for the 
laboratory in late 1988. Its report accepts 
the value of a low-gravity environment for 
research but sees no need for a commercial 
space laboratory. Already existing facilities 
can provide a range of gravity-free condi
tions, from seconds at a drop tower, through 
minutes on an inexpensive sounding rocket, 
to a full week on the space shuttle. From 
around 1992, extended shuttle missions 
will provide for experiments of 16 to 28 
days' duration, adequate for "virtually all" 
planned microgravity experiments. 

According to the report, since basic 
problems still need to be solved, "human
tended" rather than automated laboratories 
are needed now. But a commercial space 
manufacturing facility will make sense 
further in the future, when telerobotic 
systems and computer-assisted decision are 
moreadvanced. AlunAnderson 

*Report of the Committee on a Commercially Developed 
Space Facrlrty. National Academy Press, 1989 
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