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WAGENINGEN, The Netherlands
The new European Environmental 
Research Organization (EERO) soon 
will establish its headquarters on the 
campus of Wageningen Agricultural 
University. This reflects a major fi
nancial commitment to the new orga
nization made by a consortium that 
includes Dutch government minis
tries, research agencies and institutes, 
RaboBank (Utrecht, The Nether
lands), and the Universities of Wa
geningen and Utrecht. In addition to 
funding already announced from the 
German Volkswagen Foundation 
(Bio/Technology 7:1223, Dec. '89), 
EERO will receive one million guil
ders ($530,000) per year for at least 
five years from the consortium for its 
efforts in promoting environmental 
research. Further contributions are 
earmarked from the Swiss Depart
ment of Foreign Affairs and the 
Spanish Ministry of Education and 
Science. 

EERO's choice of Wageningen is 
also based on the intellectual and ma
terial benefits to be gained from a 
location that already contains one of 
the heaviest concentrations of scien-
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tists in Europe working on issues re
lated to environment and ecology. In 
addition to the 200 university scien
tists engaged in environmental prob
lems, Wageningen is close to the Na
tional Institute of Public Health and 
Environmental Protection and 11 of 
the 17 research institutes of the 
Dutch Directorate for Agricultural 
Research. Alexander Zehnder, pro
fessor of ~icrobiology at Wagenin
gen Agricultural University, has now 
succeeded Kenneth Timmis as chair
man of the EERO council. The vice
chairman is Ralf Hutter of the ETH 
Centrum (Zurich, Switzerland). 

Modeled on the European Molecu
lar Biology Organization (Heidel
berg, F.R.G.), EERO will not fund 
research directly. The organization 
has set a budget of 2.5 million ECUs 
($3 million) for the first five years of 
its work, embracing long- and short
term fellowships, advanced labora
tory courses, and workshops. EERO 
soon will announce the appointment 
of its first executive secretary. 

Two areas highlighted for special 
attention are: the biotransformation 
of pollutants in nature, where their 

behavior may not reflect that ob
served under laboratory conditions; 
and the parameters that determine 
whether a polluted ecosystem will re
turn to its original state following the 
disappearance of the pollutant, or 
whether a qualitatively different pop
ulation of organisms will establish it
self. A third aim is to stimulate re
search and the spread of expertise on 
processes-biotechnological or other
wise-that can eliminate pollutants in 
waste waters, dump sites, and acci
dently contaminated environments. 

"It is irrational to invest enormous 
resources in exploring the nature of 
other planets while the environmen
tal quality of our own is allowed to 
deteriorate at an increasing rate," 
says Zehnder. "It is also ironic that 
Europe, with its elevated population 
density and high degree of industrial
ization, has made so little provision to 
safeguard itself from environmental 
pollution and has invested such dis
proportionately small sums in appro
priate studies. At the moment, envi
ronmental research lags as much as a 
decade behind medical science." 

-Bernard Dixon 

EPA SEEKS HIGH PROFIU FOR BIOIEMEDIATION 
WASHINGTON, D.C.-Late in Feb
ruary William Reilly, the administra
tor of the Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA), reaffirmed his avowed 
special interest in bioremediation. 
Surrounded by several top assistant 
administrators, Reilly presided over a 
day-long session that brought indus
try and academic experts together 
with EPA officials to exchange views 
and devise an agenda for promoting 
a biotechnologically based clean-up. 

Since EPA officials adopted biore
mediation as one means of cleaning 
the Exxon oil spill on Alaskan beach
es last summer (Bio/Technology 8:228, 
Mar. '90, 7:852, Sep. '89), they have 
repeatedly declared they were seek
ing ways of stimulating more research 
and development activity in this area. 
However,just what EPA plans to do is 
still far from clear, even to agency 
officials. Although they refer to the 
February meeting as "extremely 
worthwhile" and are promising to 
"continue the dialogue" with biotech
nology companies and academic re
searchers studying bioremediation, 
EPA officials are not sure just which 
recommendations they will follow. 

Nonetheless, the meeting partici
pants collectively identified several 
general areas of concern, according 
to John Skinner, acting deputy assist
ant administrator for research and 
development at EPA. Included are 
the need to disseminate information 
about bioremediation to a wide audi
ence, to conduct field tests under 
"standard protocols," to establish 
quality standards and possibly "certi
fication programs" for the bioreme
diation industry, to identify opportu
nities "to use biotechnology for waste 
minimization," and to "establish a 
strong science base to extend the ap
plicability of bioremediation." 

Some participants point to another 
important need-namely to reconcile 
apparent inconsistencies in current 
EPA regulations that pose potential 
obstacles to the use of bioremedia
tion. Several top EPA officials "said 
they had no idea of inconsistencies in 
regulations under TSCA [the Toxic 
Substances Control Act] and RCRA 
[the Resource Conservation Recovery 
Act)," points out Pamela Bridgen, ex
ecutive director of the Association of 
Biotechnology Companies (Washing-

ton, DC). Even deeper inconsistencies 
over biotechnology issues may need 
to be corrected within the agency. 
EPA's cautious approach to field tests 
of genetically engineered microorga
nisms and the struggle to develop 
workable regulations · for such tests 
under TSCA are examples of policies 
that send a very different signal to the 
biotechnology community and that 
make Reilly sound hypocritical on 
bioremediation, says one critic. 

"Hopefully the forthcoming TSCA 
rules won't regulate naturally occur
ring microorganisms," says Katherine 
Devine of the Applied Biotreatment 
Association (Washington, DC). For 
them to do so would be "ridiculous," 
and could make compliance costs for 
the industry prohibitive. 

Although the scope of EP A's initia
tive is uncertain, agency officials want 
to increase the current bioremedia
tion research budget, which amounts 
to roughly $5 million per year in 
internal and extramural programs, in 
fiscal 1992. Some of the expanded 
effort will include projects aimed at 
cleaning Superfund waste sites. 

-Jeffrey L. Fox 
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