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Lab bred chimps despite ban
US facility says it broke no rules — but opponents cry foul.
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The largest and most high-profile chimpanzee research centre in the United States has acknowledged

to Nature that 137 infant chimpanzees have been born to federally owned animals under its care since

2000, despite a government moratorium on such births. The centre says that it abided by the policy

because the infant chimps are not supported by federal funds. But critics claim that any breeding of

government chimps violates the spirit of the ban, which they consider was partly a response to ethical
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Infant chimpanzees born recently at the New Iberia Research Center in Louisiana.
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concerns about research on chimps. The United States and Gabon are the only countries whose

governments are known to allow invasive chimpanzee research.

Thomas Rowell, director of the New Iberia Research Center (NIRC) in Louisiana, has told Nature that

he does not dispute allegations that 123 chimps born at the centre between 2000 and 2009 — more

than one-third of the total number currently housed there — have at least one parent owned by the

National Institutes of Health (NIH) in Bethesda, Maryland. The NIH brought in a breeding moratorium in

1995 that has been included in agency contracts made with chimp research facilities ever since. But

Rowell says that the NIRC, which is part of the University of Louisiana at Lafayette, is not in breach of

the policy because, as specified in its written agreement with the NIH, the centre assumes ownership

of the infants and pays for their care.

Details of the NIRC’s breeding activities were first made known to the US Senate in 2010 when the

Humane Society of the United States used Louisiana and US freedom of information laws to compile

birth records of chimps born at the centre during the previous decade. The investigation showed that

137 of the animals had at least one federally owned parent. Attacks by adults killed 14 of the infant

chimps; of the 123 that survived, the Humane Society’s data indicate, 7 are owned by the NIH and not

by the chimp centre, as the agreement requires. Rowell will not discuss the seven because he says the

NIH is investigating the matter.

“They are breeding in what seems to be violation of government contracts,” says Kathleen Conlee, the

society’s senior director of programme management, who notes that the centre receives about US$1

million per year for the upkeep of federally owned chimps. “They shouldn’t be receiving funds if they

are not following the grant agreement.” In March, the Humane Society petitioned the US Department of

Health and Human Services — the NIH’s parent agency — to revoke funding to the NIRC, and asked

the Department of Justice to fine the centre as much as $30 million.

After the society’s findings were reported online last week by Wired, Rowell told Nature that the

centre’s actions are “consistent” with the terms of the award. The NIH will neither confirm nor deny that

the NIRC is in violation of its agreement.

Gregory Kaebnick, an ethicist at the Hastings Center in Garrison, New York, says that even if the NIRC

did take ownership of all 123 infant chimps, its reading of the ban “may be within the letter of the law

but well outside the spirit of the law”. The moratorium inevitably reflects ethical objections to breeding,

he argues, not just its costs. Requiring the NIRC to take responsibility for offspring of federally owned



chimps is a reasonable way to cover accidental births due to the failure of contraceptive methods, but it

should not be taken as a licence to breed, he adds.

Rowell says that the NIRC has taken several measures to reduce the number of animals being born

compared with when it was “in a breeding mode” before 1995. Then, 20–40 births per year were

typical. The measures include the use of intrauterine devices in females; discontinuing immediate

weaning of offspring, so that females remain infertile for up to four years after giving birth;

vasectomizing selected males; and housing males and females separately where possible.

But because of the importance of maintaining breeding capacity in case the moratorium is lifted,

Rowell says, the centre chose not to sterilize all animals. “The NIRC has made a good-faith attempt to

maintain our colony as a high-value resource for both immediate and future need to the biomedical

research community,” he says. “The additional animals play a pivotal role in addressing global human

health problems.”

Although the NIH states that the moratorium was instituted for economic reasons, “more and more

people are becoming conscious of the fact that chimps in research suffer in horrible ways that we don’t

want them to be suffering,” says Bruce Wagman, a partner and animal-law expert in the San Francisco

office of the law firm Schiff Hardin.

In mid-December, a committee of the US Institute of Medicine is due to opine on whether the NIH

should continue to fund chimp research at all. The NIH called for the study after strong protests against

its efforts to move 186 semi-retired chimpanzees back into active research (see Nature 467,507–508;

2010).

Paradoxically, the NIH has benefited from the continued breeding of federal animals. The agency’s

National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases has paid the Louisiana centre more than $6 million

since 2002 to provide it with 4 to 12 infant chimpanzees annually for studies of hepatitis C and other

viral diseases. According to the data gathered by the Humane Society, 50 of these chimps were born

to one or more NIH-owned animals.

“Rather than passing off the costs and therefore saying ‘it’s no problem’, the NIH should be doing

everything it can to enforce the breeding moratorium,” says Wagman. “The moratorium is absolute.”
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