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Too much, too soon
How not to promote your latest research findings 
in the media.

Atour de force; an impressive advance; years ahead of its time.
When South Korean researchers declared last month that
that they had created stem-cell lines genetically matched to

individual patients, commentators were ready with superlatives, 
and rightly so. The paper (W. S. Hwang et al. Science doi:10.1126/
science.1112286; 2005) is a major step towards the use of stem cells
in the study and treatment of disease.

In Britain, however, many usually well-informed members of the
public may be labouring under the illusion that it is their nation, and
not South Korea, that is pushing back the boundaries of stem-cell
research. For just as Hwang’s paper appeared in press, a second one
— or, at least, an abstract of one — sprang forth from a team of biol-
ogists at the University of Newcastle upon Tyne. This group, led 
by fertility specialist Alison Murdoch, had not matched Hwang’s
achievements — they merely described the creation of a cloned
embryo, not the extraction of cell lines — but they stole most of his
thunder in the UK press.

If this were just a routine case of domestic media favouring local
achievements, it wouldn’t matter much. But the manner in which 
the Newcastle team made its discovery public has consequences 
that reach beyond one day’s headlines. As researchers in the field
have been angrily informing Nature since the two pieces of work
appeared, the approach taken in this case risks damaging science
and its public perception.

The Newcastle team submitted its work to an independent Cam-

rhetoric. The US government has always been a generous financial
supporter of the centre’s activities. But in the words of the State
Department, Syria is autocratic, is a state sponsor of terrorism, and
is believed to be developing weapons of mass destruction. Continu-
ing US sanctions and some discussion in the United States about

possible ‘regime change’ are caus-
ing nervousness.

One response would be to
pack the seeds into storage boxes
and airlift them out of Syria, but
the threat of US military action
currently seems too remote to
warrant such drastic action. 

Much better, for ICARDA and
for the 14 other ‘Future Harvest Centres’, would be for more support
to be given to the Global Crop Diversity Trust, an international 
fund to build more gene banks around the world and to improve 
the conditions of existing ones. The trust was set up jointly by the
United Nations’ Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the
Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research. It says
it needs an endowment of $260 million to safeguard seeds used in
world agriculture and to improve the condition of the gene banks
where they are stored. 

“$260 million is a
relatively small price to
pay to conserve the
world’s food heritage and
secure the future supply
of food for the world.”

The world’s gene banks are in a parlous state, as a new report
(“Safeguarding the future of US agriculture”) published jointly by the
US Department of Agriculture and the University of California
makes clear. Of the 1,460 gene banks around the world, only 35 meet
international standards for long-term storage. These include the
gene banks of ICARDA and of the other Future Harvest Centres.
The FAO, moreover, says that nearly-one fifth of the 5.4 million
seeds stored in gene banks are degenerating. 

The US report also urges the Bush administration to support the
Global Crop Diversity Trust, and not without good reason. Pests and
plant diseases are causing losses to US agriculture of up to $33 bil-
lion each year, and there is a strong fear that new threats could cause
even more damage. US agricultural researchers are currently scour-
ing the world’s gene banks for seed varieties that can resist these 
diseases. Chief among such diseases are a fungus that is currently
invading US soybean fields, and potato blight of the kind that caused
the Irish potato famine, which is destroying potatoes worth some
$400 million each year. 

The US government is currently spending more than $1 billion
per week on military operations in Iraq. By comparison, a $260-
million endowment is a small price to pay to conserve the world’s
agricultural heritage and to secure the future food supply of the
United States and the rest of the world. ■

bridge-based journal, Reproductive BioMedicine Online, which has
the unusual policy of making abstracts of submitted papers available
on its website as soon as the articles are sent out for peer review. 
The full paper is kept confidential until it is accepted and published.
So science reporters informed of the findings by a telephone brief-
ing had access to an abstract that had not been peer reviewed — and
to nothing else.

It can’t yet be determined for certain if the Newcastle team was
intending to ride the wave of publicity for the South Korean paper,
or if it simply submitted its paper to the journal at a fortuitous
moment. And in an ideal world, science reporters would know the
difference between a significant
breakthrough and a local, incre-
mental result. 

But the premature release of
this incomplete information,
without any form of peer review
and without making it clear to
journalists that the work had not
been refereed, is contrary to good
scientific practice. The paper
could, in principle, be revised or
even rejected after peer review, in which case the public would have
been misinformed. The absence of a paper also prevents other
researchers from assessing or responding to the Newcastle results. 

Industrial companies already release claims to the media while
keeping data confidential for commercial reasons, and that’s frus-
trating enough. The last thing the science community needs is for
publicly funded academic researchers to start playing the same
game. And to do so in the technically and ethically contentious arena
of stem cells is playing with fire. ■

“The premature release of
incomplete information,
without peer review and
without making it clear 
to journalists that it 
has not been refereed, 
is contrary to good
scientific practice.”
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