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The US National Institutes of Health 
(NIH) is increasingly moving to adopt
schemes that promote open access to 
scientific information. Most scientists 
favor the plans, but the push is adding 
confusion over how to balance openness 
with simultaneously rising security concerns
about biodefense research.

Beginning in October, the NIH plans to
require grant applicants to describe how they
will make their data available to other scientists.
The agency has also announced plans to make
all NIH-funded research papers freely available
six months after publication.

There is other support for the open sharing of
data as well. The US National Research Council
in September released a report firmly advocating
continued public access to genome sequences of
microbial pathogens, saying the benefits of
sharing data outweigh the potential risks.

But as spending on biodefense research
continues to grow, some scientists and
administrators are concerned over the lack of
specific criteria for judging sensitive content.
The funds for applied research on infectious
diseases ballooned to a proposed $1.7 billion in
the 2005 budget, a 30-fold increase over the
2001 investment.

Some journal publishers are taking security
issues into their own hands by flagging papers
they think could pose security risks. One
scientist developed a gene therapy technique
that he realized could be used in nefarious ways.
"I thought, what do I do with this? Publish or
not publish? There are no mechanisms that tell
me what to do," he says. After calls to various
agencies, including the US Central Intelligence
Agency, he published the research. Several
months later, nothing has happened but "I'm
still worried," he says.

“I am not surprised by the tension and
confusion within the community,” says Ronald
Atlas, former director of the American Society
of Microbiology. Atlas advocates openness
wherever possible. “Some information is
inherently dangerous and should be
constrained,” he says, “but most information
should be openly dispersed.”

Atlas last year served on a National Academy
of Sciences (NAS) committee that
recommended establishing a National Science
Advisory Board for Biosecurity (Nat. Med. 10,
319; 2004). The board should guide federal and
local agencies on so-called ‘dual-use’ research—
legitimate biological research that could pose a
threat to public health or national security—the
committee said.

The board, to be housed at the NIH’s Office

of Biotechnology Activities (OBA), was
approved in March and is slated to have a
budget of $2.8 million per year. No board
members have yet been chosen, but the OBA is
selecting the first director and the initial
meeting will probably be held next year, says
Mary Groesch, senior advisor for scientific
policy at the OBA.

Board members will begin by addressing
criteria for identifying dual-use research. They
are also expected to draft an international code
of conduct for scientists and devise guidelines to
oversee dual-use research at the local level.

In the meantime, scientists concerned about
the safety of their research should turn to their

institute’s biosafety committee, says Anthony
Fauci, director of the National Institute of
Allergy and Infectious Diseases. Although his
agency funds biodefense research, the number
of cases in which security concerns will pop up
is small, Fauci says.

Some administrators say the confusion could
be the push the community needs to step up the
debate. “Scientists need to engage the security
community so that concerns on each side can
be shared,” says Stephen Morse, head of the
Columbia University Center for Public Health
Preparedness in New York.“If they don’t, those
decisions may be made [for them].”

Emily Singer, Boston
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Europe’s retired research chimps stranded
Research chimpanzees from a Dutch
laboratory are looking for a new home, after
plans to move the animals to a Spanish village
fell through earlier this year.

The Dutch government finalized plans to
hand over 63 chimpanzees from the
Biomedical Primate Research Center in
Rijswijk to the charity Stichting AAP after the
government in 2002 banned use of the
animals for research (Nat. Med. 9, 981; 2003).
The AAP placed 30 chimps, infected with the
hepatitis C and simian immunodeficiency
viruses, at a 9,000-square-meter facility near
its headquarters. The remaining 33, which are
uninfected, were to live in four chimp
enclosures on a 45-hectare zone in Relleu, a
village of 1,000 on the Spanish
Mediterranean coast.

After agreeing to the project in 2002,
Relleu’s mayor, Santiago Cantó, reversed his
decision in March 2004, citing “social alarm”
about noises, odors and the risk of infectious
diseases from the chimps.

The AAP’s Jack Drenthe says entrepreneurs
interested in building tourist facilities at the
site misled Relleu’s citizens about the risks and
handed them newspaper clips about the risk of
contracting the Ebola virus by eating ape flesh.

The AAP is still asking Cantó to honor the
contract, but the mayor’s decision is unlikely
to change, says Vicente Urios, a zoologist at
nearby University of Alicante. A visit in July
by noted primatologist Jane Goodall had
little effect, nor did statements of support
from Spanish universities, Spain’s Royal
House and the European Commission. Cantó
declined to comment.

Meanwhile, the AAP is considering
whether to sue Cantó for the financial costs—

about €1 million—incurred thus far, and is
searching for an alternative site to house the
chimps. The charity has received offers from
sites in Italy and Austria and from Galicia in
northwest Spain, Drenthe says, but prefers to
remain in the Valencia region to avoid
duplicating the paperwork for veterinarian
and other authorizations.

One candidate is the animal theme park
Terra Natura in nearby Benidorm. The park
is not a practical long-term solution, but
might serve as a temporary site until either
the AAP finds another location, or Cantó
loses the next election, says Drenthe.

The animals are supposed to be euthanized
if they are not housed by June 2005, but
Drenthe says public pressure is likely to help
extend the deadline.

Xavier Bosch, Barcelona

Plans to house these research chimps have collapsed.
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