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Biology at Berkeley 

New order prompts fund-raising 
Berkeley, California 
THE University of California (UC) at Ber
keley has started mailing thousands of 
glossy brochures to alumni and academic 
philanthropists in order to raise $50 
million towards a planned $150 million 
refurbishment of its biology department. 
Spurred by the perception that Berkeley 
has lost pre-eminence in molecular bi
ology and genetic engineering to other UC 
campuses, the scheme has snowballed into 
what must be one of the most ambitious 
reorganizations ever of an academic 
department. 

Hundreds of reports and untold num
bers of faculty meetings have resulted in a 
grand plan aimed at making the most of 
the new biology by merging and reshuf
fling most of the seventeen existing de-

Engineered vaccines 

Instant approval 
Washington 
THE US Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) has found a genetically engin
eered live-virus vaccine to be "pure, safe, 
potent and efficacious", and has enabled 
Biologics Corporation of Omaha, Ne
braska, the manufacturer, to resume sales 
after a two-week voluntary suspension. 

The suspension came about after 
charges appeared in the press that USDA 
had failed to follow proper procedures in 
approving the vaccine licence. USDA had 
not notified its own Agricultural Recom
binant DNA Research Committee about 
the application (see Nature, 320, 473; 
1986). The vaccine, called Omnivac, pro
tects swine from pseudorabies, a poten
tially fatal disease caused by a herpes
virus. Omnivac lacks a normally present 
gene for thymidine kinase that allows the 
virus to enter a latent state in an animal's 
nervous system, leading to future out
breaks of disease. 

USDA's Animal and Plant Health In
spection Service conducted an "environ
mental assessment" of the vaccine based 
on available data, but critics of recom
binant DNA research are not satisfied, 
calling instead for a full environmental 
impact statement. The Foundation on 
Economic Trends, headed by Jeremy 
Rifkin , has filed suit in federal court to 
suspend Omnivac's licence, and a con
gressional committee is also investigating 
USDA's procedures in this case . 

Meanwhile, the Scientific Advisory 
Panel to the Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) has issued a favourable 
report on Monsanto's permit application 
to test a genetically engineered microbial 
pesticide in the field. Final EPA approval 
is expected later this month. Joseph Pa1ca 

partments into three new super-depart
ments based on affinities between re
search interests. The biggest problem at 
present is the condition of the life sciences 
building, completed in 1932 and by all 
accounts a continual frustration for its in
habitants. Researchers speak of over
loaded power lines, frequent floods 
caused by faulty plumbing and insufficient 
storage space. 

The grand plan calls for two new build
ings (one for cell biology and molecular 
genetics, one for plant and molecular bi
ology, microbiology and biochemistry) 
and the complete reconstruction of the 
existing life sciences building (for "inte
grative biology": organismic botany and 
zoology, ecology and some genetics, more 
or less). A special chancellor's advisory 
committee is making recommendations 
on all appointments. 

Berkeley lacks the tradition of alumni 
support that private universities such as 
Stanford have relied upon . Undeterred, 
the Berkeley campus development office 
has compiled a table indicating how the 
required $50 million might be raised: one 
donation of $15 million, two of $5 million, 
and so on down to 40 gifts of $25,000. The 
state of California has agreed to pay two
thirds of the total cost of the project; over
tures will also be made to foundations 
which have been traditional sources of 
support for private universities but which 
have been less generous elsewhere. 

Not surprisingly, some professional 
feathers have been ruffled by the pro
posed reorganization, often of smaller de
partments fearful that they might be swal
lowed up, so disappearing without trace. 
Biophysics has yet to find a satisfactory 
home, and is pressing for joint depart
mental status with cell physiology, for ex
ample. 

Another problem seems to be that bi
ology at Berkeley is found in two largely 
autonomous units, the College of Natural 
Resources (which receives most of its 
funds from the state as an agricultural ex
periment station) and the College of 
Letters and Sciences. The College of 
Natural Resources, with its applied em
phasis, has reservations about throwing in 
its lot with basic scientists, and some de
partments in the college (such as entom
ology) have indicated their desire to retain 
their independent status, although some 
of their staff might be affiliated with the 
new groupings. 

Vice-chancellor Roderic Park sees the 
reorganization as an interim step towards 
a single new College of Biology (although 
no such decision has yet been approved) 
that would encompass both the existing 
colleges. Park believes that the device of 
the Experiment Station (which dates back 

to the last century) is an inefficient way of 
supporting research . In his view, Cali
fornia could buy better applied agricul
tural research if it were to put its grant 
money up for competitive bids from all 
comers instead of tying it to a permanent 
institution which is solely an administra
tive entity . But such a change would be 
resisted. 

Although there is now general support 
for the planned changes, many details re
main to be sorted out. Curriculum con
tent , for example, has hardly been con
sidered yet. Park says that one result of 
the reorganization that he would like to 
see is a better unification of theory and 
applied development. Wood replies that 
good researchers will continue to do good 
research, including collaborations, wher
ever they are. The debates on reorganiz
ation are far from over. Tim Beardsley 

B ri tain squeezed 
THE proposed cuts in French research 
spending may have a knock-on effect else
where and, in particular, on British par
ticipation in the European Synchrotron 
Radiation Facility (ESRF) to be built at 
Grenoble. The British Science and Engin
eering Research Council (SERC), which 
has been keen to participate, has insisted 
that the principal members of the Gre
noble consortium, France, Italy and West 
Germany, should in return join (and help 
pay for) Britain's Spallation Neutron 
Source (SNS) at the Rutherford Appleton 
Laboratory near Oxford. But now France, 
the least reluctant of the trio, seems less 
likely than ever to participate. 

According to Pierre Papon, director
general of the Centre National de la 
Recherche Scientifique (CNRS), which 
with the Commissariat a }'Energie Atom
ique (CEA) would have been the leading 
French partner in SNS, the British have 
asked potential partners that the costs to 
Britain of participation at Grenoble should 
be matched, pound for pound, by Euro
pean contributions to the planned second 
phase of SNS development. 

"What advantage would there be in that 
for us?", Papon demanded last week. He is 
already conscious ofthe cuts that lie ahead, 
while CNRS and CEA apparently agree 
that French investigators already have 
"quite enough neutrons", and buying a 
share in SNS would entail an obligation for 
continuing operating costs. 

Although the present ESRF partners 
would still like to see Britain contribute 
some 20 per cent of the Grenoble facility, 
Papon said last week that negotiations are 
also under way with a consortium of small
er European states, including Austria, 
Switzerland and Spain. If the negotiations 
succeed, Papon says, the remaining gap of 
10 per cent may be closed without British 
participation. Robert Walgate 
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