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Exploring the limits to continued growth 
Washington 
WITH both Congress and the Bush Admi
nistration determined to limit spending 
on the indirect costs of research, and 
growth in the National Institutes of 
Health (NIH) budget constrained under 
the budget agreement between the two 
arms of federal government , 1991 might 
not seem the best time for US biomedical 
research centres to expand. Yet expan
sion is exactly what many institutes across 
the United States are planning, to the 
alarm of several Washington-based bio
medical research policy groups. 

Federal government spending on bio
medical research has grown steadily over 
the past decade, from less than $5,000 
million in 1980 to today's annual budget 
of around $10,000 million. But the harsh 
financial reality of the US budget deficit 
means that this growth is now likely to 
slow, at least temporarily. Ed Stammler, 
vice president of the Association of 
American Medical Colleges (AAMC), is 
concerned that the expansion plans of his 
member colleges will, in total , greatly 

exceed the resources available for bio- 1 

medical research over the coming few 
years. "I hate to make the comparison," 
he says, "but how many McDonalds can 
you build? There's probably some limita
tion on the hamburger market. " AMC 
has already launched a pilot study to 
assess just how over-ambitious the plans 
of its members are . 

The Association of Academic Health 
Centers (AAHC) is similarly concerned. 
The priority for its science policy task
force over the next 12 months is to 
examine how AAHC members can raise 
money for capital investment in new 
buildings and equipment in the face of 
the current financial difficulties. AAHC 
president Roger Bulger is especially wor
ried about the fallout from the current 
indirect research costs scandal on invest
ment in medical schools in the state 
university system. Throughout the 1960s 
and the 1970s, he notes, state legislatures 
made the expansion of their medical 
schools a matter of public policy. But 
with the current scrutiny of indirect costs 

revealing the extent of federal support for 
capital investment in state schools, says 
Bulger, state legislatures are saying: 
"Why should we do it?" 

The arguments of AAHC and AAMC 
assume that the predicted shortfall in 
investment in new biomedical research 
facilities and in research grant support 
will not be made up by private foun
dations and by the pharmaceutical indus
try, as has happened in Britain to a 
certain extent over the past decade. But 
that seems a reasonable supposition. The 
only significant charitable player in the 
US biomedical research funding field , the 
Howard Hughes Medical Institute, now 
plans to keep its spending at a steady 
level, after five years of growth. And 
David Korn, dean of Stanford Medical 
School, says he does not see industry 
"champing at the bit to join the 
fray". 

The concern of the Washington-based 
umbrella organizations is noted, but 
swiftly dismissed by most of their 
member schools. Some medical school 

Philadelphia: US biomedicine in microcosm 
Jefferson Medical College epitomizes the 
research expansion witnessed at many 
US medical schools over the past de
cade. Languishing in the lower ranks of 
US biomedical research centres in the 
late 1970s, the school has pulled itself 
up by its bootstraps and now boasts a 
healthy reputation for research . 

Yet a broader look at Jefferson's home 
city, Philadelphia , reveals the difficulties 
that may face medical research centres 
that are less successful in the race to 
expand . Jefferson's latest coup - the 
recruitment of cancer geneticist Carlo 
Croce, pharmacologist Gerald Litwack 
and an entourage of some 200 principal 
investigators, postdocs, graduate stu
dents, technicians and admin istrators
was won at the expense of neighbouring 
Temple University's Fels Institute. 
Robbed of its best researchers, and with 
its host university in financial crisis. Fels 
faces an uncertain future. 

Jefferson's rise to prominence was 
engineered in large part by its charisma
tic dean, Joseph Gonnella. An Italian 
native, Gonnella embarked on an 
aggressive policy of expansion and ac
quisition in research from the early 
1980s. The first major victory came in 
1985, with the recruitment of Darwin 
Prockop, the collagen biochemist, from 
Rutgers. Others soon followed. Having 
consolidated Jefferson's research into 
connective tissue, Gonnella moved on to 
pathology, luring Emanuel Rubin and his 
research team from Hahnemann Univers
ity, also in Philadelphia. 

The latest wave of expansion was 
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Jefferson's new $80 million building 

made possible only by the construction of 
a new $80 million building. The defection 
of Croce and his colleagues from 
Temple's Fels Institute to Jefferson has 
caused bitter recrimination between the 
two institutions, but Croce's decision to 
move is perhaps understandable. In 
sharp contrast to Jefferson's gleaming 
new facilities and relative opulence, Fels 
is situated in a run-down area of Philadel
phia . 

Allen Myers, dean of Temple's medical 
school, does not believe that Croce's 

departure will be a mortal blow for the 
Fels Institute. "We're not standing still ," 
he says, adding that a new director 
should be appointed in the autumn. 
Temple's administration is reported to be 
prepared to pay for the rescue of Fels, 
but other medical researchers in Phila
delphia believe Myers faces a difficult 
task. Croce says that similar promises of 
investment were made to him when he 
was lured to Fels from the Wistar Institute 
several years ago, but that Temple never 
did as much as had been agreed. 

Gonnella attributes Jefferson's suc
cess to a focused policy of expansion -
concentrating on defined areas of res
earch - and to the medical college's 
strength in providing clinical care for the 
residents of Philadelphia. Jefferson's 
finances were boosted during the 1980s 
by a change in the Medicare payment 
system. Until the early 1980s, hospitals 
were reimbursed for the full cost of 
treating Medicare patients. But under the 
'prospective payment' system, a set fee 
is paid for each treatment. The result is 
that hospitals, such as Jefferson, that 
treat patients more cheaply and effi
ciently can pocket the change. In Jeffer
son's case, these profits have been 
ploughed into research infrastructure. 

So is Gonnella trimming back his ex
pansion plans in the light of the current 
limits to the US biomedical research 
budget? "The 1990s will be more diffi
cult", he concedes, but Gonnella belie
ves Jefferson's rise will be inexorable. 
Already, he has targeted neurosciences 
as the next area for conquest. P.A. 
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deans point out that they simply have to 
expand their research facilities to provide 
adequate laboratory space for their exist
ing researchers, whose work is now ham
pered by overcrowding. "Our biggest 
problem is space," says James Pittman, 
dean of medicine at the University of 
Alabama at Birmingham, where some 
$90 million has been invested in new 
biomedical research facilities over the 
past decade. "There are horrible fights. 
We see no way to slow down." 

Kern Wildenthal, president of the 
Southwestern Medical Center at the Uni
versity of Texas, where annual external 
research funding grew fivefold during the 
1980s, says that "it's unwise for any 
university to expand on the assumption 
that quality will follow". But South
western urgently needs more than 30,000 
square metres of additional research 
space, he says. 

Nevertheless, some biomedical res
earch centres are expanding even though 
they have no immediate need for any 
extra research space. The growth of 
Jefferson Medical College in Philadelphia 
(see panel) is one example, but it is by no 
means exceptional. "We will be recruit
ing new faculty and developing new 
programmes," says Arthur Asbury, vice 
dean for research at the University of 
Pennsylvania Medical School. 

Why are some biomedical research 
centres behaving in this seemingly rash 
manner? Alabama's Pittman believes he 
has the answer: "I think you need a 
critical mass to do research. Smaller 
schools will have a difficult time compet
ing." Even if the University of Alabama 
at Birmingham did not need to expand to 
ease its overcrowding problem, the ex
pansion would continue, he suggests. "I 
don't think we would willingly become 
one of the have-nots." Penn's Asbury 
agrees: "Less developed institutions tend 
to wither in time of drought." 

So in the current harsh financial envi
ronment, it seems that the US biomedical 
research enterprise may be destined to 
undergo its own version of evolution by 
natural selection, with the weakest 
schools going to the wall. If that is the 
case, then quality US biomedical res
earch will, over the next few years, 
become increasingly concentrated into a 
small number of centres of excellence. 
That in itself may be no bad thing, but 
AAHC's Bulger is concerned that the 
transitional period would see an excess
ive, and wasteful, movement of res
earchers among institutions. 

If the evolutionary analogy holds true, 
however, the patrician voices of AAMC 
and AAHC are unlikely to be heeded: no 
darwinian theorist would predict that any 
individual research centre should jeo
pardize its survival by forgoing its own 
expansion to serve the common good. 

Peter Aldhous 
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Hazy hazy days 
Washington 
ASTRONAUTS aboard the US space shuttle 
Atlantis report that the Earth's atmos
phere seems much hazier at present than 
on their previous trips into orbit. In a 
televised press conference last week, mis
sion specialist Shannon Lucid and flight 
commander John Blaha speculated that 
the oil well irres in Kuwait or the recent 
volcanic eruptions in the Pacific might be 

to blame. But according to Vic White
head, a geoscientist at the National Aero
nautics and Space Administration's John
son Space Flight Center, a more likely 
cause is a recent spate of dust storms in 
Africa. 

The current Atlantis mission includes a 
survey of stratospheric ozone, with a 
device called the shuttle solar backscatter 
ultraviolet instrument. These data will be 
used to calibrate the ozone mapping ins
truments on orbiting satellites, but should 
also help to reveal any ozone depletion 
caused by the Kuwaiti fires or recent 
volcanic activity. P .A. 

Birth 
signs 

rate shows 
of decline 

Washington 
THE birth rate in developing countries has 
slowed over the past decade, according to 
results described at a conference in 
Washington last week. Martin Vaessen, 
head of the Demographic and Health 
Surveys (DHS) project, a huge study 
encompassing some 25 developing coun
tries and funded by the US Agency for 
International Development, says the res
ults indicate that the population control 
message is beginning to be heard. The 
most encouraging results from the conf
erence, called to review the past five 
years' work ofDHS, is the finding that the 
birth rate in many African countries has 
fallen over the past decade, Vaessen says. 
In Kenya, for example, the average 
number of children born to each woman 
has fallen from 8.2 to 6.5 over the past 12 
years. Although the birth rate in Latin 
America has been falling since the late 
1960s, the African trend is more recent. 

But Vaessen warns that much remains to 
be done, with no signs of a declining birth 
rate in some other African states, such as 
Mali, Liberia and Senegal. And even in 
developing countries where the birth rate 
is falling, reduced mortality means popu
lation growth is still a problem. P .A. 

Less animal testing 
London 
BRITISH companies slashed their use of 
animals for testing cosmetics and house
hold products by two-thirds last year, 
part of an increasing trend toward alter
natives to animal testing of consumer 
goods, according to a new government 
report on UK research animal use. The 
figures are the latest sign of a decrease in 
the number of procedures carried out in 
the United Kingdom on living animals, a 
total that fell from 3.32 million to 3.21 
million last year, part of a 15-year decline 
from a peak of nearly 6 million in the 
mid-1970s. 

One of the few areas in which animal 
research is increasing is in medical re
search on non-human primates, which 
climbed 13 per cent from last year to a 
total of 704 experiments. Although the 
Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruel
ty to Animals commended the reduction in 
total number of scientific procedures, it 
lumped it with another 'positive' trend 
that UK scientists may not feel so good 
about: a decrease in the number of British 
research establishments, from 375 to 
366. C.A. 

Additional sums 
London 
BRITAIN'S principal research council in
tends to request a funding increase for its 
mathematics division after an advisory 
panel found that the UK mathematics 
funding is "dangerously inadequate" and 
that the country is missing opportunities 
to capitalize on recent advances in the 
discipline. 

Sir Mark Richmond, chairman of the 
Science and Engineering Research Coun
cil (SERC), announced last week that, as 
recommended by the panel, the council 
would request a 50 per cent increase in the 
number of mathematics research student 
scholarships and a tripling of postdoctoral 
fellowships in the agency's bid for future 
funds. 

Although that request is subject to 
government approval, SERC intends to 
take matters into its own hands by allocat
ing more student fellowships to mathema
tics next year, although the exact number 
has not yet been announced. In October, 
the council also plans to release a request 
for new proposals in applied solutions to 
non-linear problems, part of the non-

,Jinear research initiative started last year. 
Total funding for that effort has not been 
set, but officials are hoping for as much as 
£1 million. C.A. 
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