
NEWS IN BRIEF 

House rejects bid to lift ban on 
funding for embryo research 

Washington. In a defeat for liberal Democrats, the US House of 
Representatives last week blocked an attempt by Nita Lowey 
(Democrat, New York) to remove from a 1997 funding bill - which 
would boost the budget of the National Institutes of Health by 6.9 
per cent, to $12.7 billion - a blanket ban on federal funding for 
human embryo research. 

Lowey had initially succeeded in removing the ban in a House 
appropriations subcommittee (see Nature 381, 633; 1996). But the 
full committee reversed the decision. She tried again on the House 
floor, introducing an amendment lifting the ban except in the case of 
embryos specifically created for research purposes. But the House 
voted by 256 to 167 against the amendment. The spending bill itself 
was narrowly approved, and now awaits action in the Senate. D 

Peers criticize Gulf War choice 
London. Members of Britain's House of Lords have criticized a 
decision by the US government to fund a research project into Gulf 
War illness at King's College Medical School in London. During a 
debate last week, The Countess of Mar, patron of the Gulf Veterans 
Association, said the US Department of Defense (DOD) ought not 
to have awarded the funds on the grounds that the main researcher, 
Simon Wessley, held "preconceived ideas" that Gulf War syndrome 
"is caused solely by post-traumatic stress syndrome". 

Earl Howe, parliamentary under-secretary of state for defence, 
said the government had been in "close touch" with the US authori
ties, and had no reason to doubt the DOD's decision. Wessley's 
project is one of 12 selected for funding by the research working 
group of the US Persian Gulf Veterans Coordinating Board. D 

German biotech strategy falters 
Munich. A recent boast by Jurgen Riittgers, Germany's research 
minister, that his country would become the leading force in biotech
nology in Europe by the turn of the century, is already 
starting to look shaky. This goal had assumed an increase in public 
funding of five to six per cent a year, accompanied by a much 
sharper increase in industrial financing. 

The 1997 budget, however, sees only a three per cent increase for 
biotechnology research (see page 197), and industry appears 
unlikely to fill the gap. Nevertheless a spokesman for the research 
ministry's biotechnology unit remains optimistic. "Given the situa
tion, we are pleased that there is any increase at all," he says. D 

US cancer council planned 
Washington. The governing board of the US National Research 
Council (NRC) is expected to agree this week to establish a new 
National Cancer Council to help coordinate cancer research and 
advise the government and the public on controversial issues 
surrounding cancer treatment. Richard Klausner, the director of the 
National Cancer Institute, says that the council will be "as free from 
institutional biases as possible", so as to inspire public confidence. It 
is expected to be set up as a permanent body within the NRC, the 
operating arm of the National Academy of Sciences. D 

Chirac backs epidemiology 
Paris. France must make a major effort to tackle the threat of 
emerging and infectious diseases, according to Jacques Chirac, the 
French president. Speaking in a televised interview on Bastille Day 
(14 July), Chirac deplored what he described as the current excessive 
emphasis on molecular biology, and said he would instruct the 
government of Alain Juppe to ensure that microbiology and 
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epidemiology appeared higher on the research agenda. 
How far Chirac's wish will be translated by the government into 

action remains to be seen. But it seems clear that Chirac's comments 
continue the recent effort by the administration, in the wake of the 
crisis over bovine spongiform encephalopathy, to be seen to be 
closely tuned to scientific developments affecting public health (see 
Nature 382, 5; 1996). For his part, Chirac confided on Sunday that he 
and his family continue to eat beef "in all tranquility". u 

India clears gene therapy project 
New Delhi. The Indian government has given the go-ahead for the 
country's first research project on gene therapy. A four-member 
team led by Rita Mulherkar, a French-trained microbiologist, will 
attempt to develop a 'suicide' gene therapy to treat oral cancer, the 
most common cancer in India. Four more gene therapy projects are 
in the pipeline. 

Manju Sharma, secretary to the Department of Biotechnology 
(DBT), which is funding the research at the Tata Memorial Centre 
in Bombay, says that many proposals have been received. "But none 
could be funded because the ethical guidelines were not ready until 
early this year." Now that hurdle has been removed, DBT expects a 
boom in gene therapy research. D 

British Biotech shares slump 
London. The stock market value of British Biotech, the small 
biotechnology company whose value rocketed to £37 (US$56) per 
share last month after its development of a cancer treatment, went 
into free-fall last week. Its shares were valued at below £21 on Mon
day, and continued to fall up to the close of trading on the London 
Stock Exchange. A planned £143-million rights issue has been 
described by one city commentator as being "perched on the edge of 
disaster". The news has also hit other biotechnology shares. [J 
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Australian institute restructures 
Sydney. Having scrapped its previous separation into six institutes, 
Australia's national research agency, the Commonwealth Scientific 
and Industrial Research Organization (CSIRO), is to be further 
restructured by mergers among its 33 specialist research divisions 
and two centres. The new chief executive, Malcolm McIntosh, justi
fies the move on grounds of "focusing scientific resources in areas of 
national priority", and diverting more funds into supporting eco
nomic competitiveness and studies of the environment and oceans. 
A new category of research staff, known as Corporate Fellows, will 
lead large scientific teams without heavy administrative loads. D 

Industry costs climate moves 
London. The fossil fuel 
and energy lobby has 
stepped up its cam
paign to persuade 
governments to think 
twice before reducing 
greenhouse gas emis
sions, faced with con
tinued protests from 
environmentalists about the likely impacts of global warming -
including sea-level rise (see picture above). 

Computer models commissioned by the Global Climate Coali
tion and the American Petroleum Institute, and on show at the 
current Intergovernmental climate talks in Geneva, forecast ec~ 
nomic decline in both developed and developing countries if 
industrialized countries commit themselves to a significant 
decline in carbon dioxide emissions. But the models have been 
criticized as "deeply flawed" by the Climate Action Network, an 
alliance of environmentalist organizations. D 
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