
David Dickson, London
The hypothesis that AIDS has its origins in
a contaminated polio vaccine used in Africa
in the late 1950s suffered a significant knock
this week. Tests on samples of the vaccine,
in storage for over 40 years, have shown no
trace of HIV or its primate antecedent SIV.

The tests were conducted at three differ-
ent laboratories in the United States, Ger-
many and France (see below). The work was
instigated by the Wistar Institute in Phila-
delphia, which has been at the centre of the
vaccine controversy since it was first raised
almost a decade ago.

According to the eagerly awaited results,
which were revealed at a two-day meeting on
the origins of AIDS held at the Royal Society
in London, none of the laboratories found
any trace of HIV or SIV in their samples.

In addition, studies of mitochondrial
DNA from the samples failed to provide any
evidence to support allegations that the polio
vaccine had been prepared using chim-
panzee tissue — known to be the source of
the HIV virus. In each case, the material used
to produce the polio virus for the vaccine was
shown to be of monkey origin.

The Wistar Institute claims that the
results not only vindicate its own role in the
issue, but will also soothe public concern

over the safety of vaccines, which had been
raised by the allegations.

“We trust that these results will put to rest
any remaining concerns of a link between a
Wistar-produced oral polio vaccine and
AIDS,” Clayton Buck, its acting director, said
in a statement. “The findings should also
serve to restore public confidence in the pro-
duction and administration of vaccines.”

But writer Edward Hooper, the principal
proponent of the ‘contaminated vaccine’
theory, told the Royal Society meeting that
the findings made little impact on his com-
mitment to the theory, expounded last year
in his widely publicized book The River.

“I applaud Wistar’s decision to release
batches of vaccine for testing,” Hooper said.
“But different batches of vaccine were often
produced in different laboratories.” Vaccine
samples released did not include any from
batches prepared for use in Africa, he said.

Although this week’s meeting gave
detailed attention to all aspects of the origins
of AIDS — including the opposing ‘cut-
hunter’ thesis that the virus may have passed
from chimpanzees to humans through hunt-
ing and perhaps eating contaminated ani-
mals — it was prompted largely by the public
controversy surrounding the contaminated
vaccine theory (see Nature 404, 9; 2000).

Hooper told the meeting that in his own
visits to Africa over the past eight weeks, he
had come up with two “smoking guns”. Both
were individuals who claimed they knew that
chimpanzee kidneys were being sent to
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researchers in the United States and Belgium
in the 1950s. 

But the allegations were angrily denied by
Stanley Plotkin, who had been a researcher at
the Wistar Institute at the time, and had been
actively involved in the African trials of the
‘CHAT’ polio vaccine.

Plotkin said that he and the former head of
the Wistar, Hilary Koprowski, have ques-
tioned members of the technical staff who
worked in the US laboratory at the time, and
all denied having seen or heard of chimpanzee
cells being used. “There is not a shred of evi-
dence that chimpanzee kidneys were used to
prepared CHAT vaccines,” said Plotkin.

Koprowski himself was similarly forth-
right in dismissing Hooper’s allegations and
denying that he had ever used chimp kidney
cells. He also warned that the allegations
were undermining polio vaccination efforts
in Africa, pointing out that the Catholic
Church in Kenya was advising parents not to
have their children vaccinated because of the
dangers of contamination. 

Hooper denied that, in pursuing the ‘con-
taminated vaccine’ hypothesis, he was seek-
ing to make anyone a scapegoat for the AIDS
epidemic. But he added “we should be trying
to find the truth and learn from the truth”. 

Plotkin represented the issue differently.
“The issue is not whether contamination
with HIV might have happened, but whether
it did happen,” he said. “The energy used up
by this controversy should be channelled
into seeking an end to the AIDS epidemic.” n
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Best of enemies: Hooper
(left) claims that
chimpanzee kidneys
may have been used
secretly to make an
experimental polio
vaccine in the 1950s.
Plotkin (right) argues
that there is “not a shred
of evidence” to support
such an allegation.

The tests on samples of polio vaccine produced by
the Wistar Institute in Philadelphia in the 1950s
(see above) were carried out at three independent
laboratories, which also tested additional sets of
samples and controls prepared by the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention in Atlanta, Georgia.
A research group at Roche Molecular Systems in
Pleasanton, California, headed by Shirley Kwok,
tested the samples for the presence of SIV/HIV,
and a second, headed by Svante Pääbo at the Max
Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology in
Leipzig, Germany, tested for the presence and
species origin of mitochondrial DNA. A third
laboratory headed by Simon Wain-Hobson of the
Pasteur Institute in Paris, France — one of the
organizers of this week’s meeting at the Royal
Society in London — performed both sets of tests.

Weighing the evidence
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