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AIDS CONFERENCE

Uncertain start in Montreal

Montreal

The Fifth International Conference on
AIDS got off to an uncertain start this
week after AIDS activists stormed the
entrance to the conference centre and
held up the opening ceremony for almost
an hour. Conference officials stood by
nervously conferring on walkie-talkies as
predominantly US activists chanted
slogans and read a ten-point manifesto.
The activists then seized the 50 or so seats
reserved for conference VIPs, shouting
“We are the VIPs”. Only after other space
was found did some of the activists relin-
quish their seats, and allow the programme
— which juxtaposed Canadian prime
minister Brian Mulroney, Zambian presi-
dent Kenneth Kaunda, and a videotape of
the recently deceased founder of the
Vancouver Persons With AIDS Society —
to begin.

This year’s conference, with a record
10,789 participants registered on the
opening day, is quite different from its
predecessors. The clinical, basic research
and epidemiology sections are still the
largest, but perhaps reflecting the failure
so far to find a cure or effective vaccine,
the other six sections concentrate on the
effects of the AIDS pandemic on society.
Sessions on the economic impact of
AIDS, ethical and legal issues, and inter-
national cultural differences are inter-
leaved with those on “AIDS and the Indi-
vidual” and “AIDS, Society and Behavi-
our”. The organizing committee, chaired

by Ivan Head of the Canadian Inter-
national Development Research Centre,
has a distinctly liberal bent, and includes
for the first time a person with AIDS.

Head made a point in his address to
acknowledge the AIDS activists in the
audience: “As with all good parties, more
people attend than you are prepared for”,
he said, adding “I am delighted you are all
here”. The opening remarks included no
hints that significant developments in the
understanding or treatment of A1DS were
to come later in the week, but painted a
grim picture of the challenge AIDS pre-
sents to society. Jonathan Mann, director
of the World Health Organization AIDS
programme, said the estimated half-
million worldwide AIDS cases represent
three epidemics: viral infection, disease
and society’s “extraordinarily complex
and increasingly diverse” response. Mann
predicted the present number of AIDS
cases will double to more than 1.1 million
by the end of 1991, but that over one-third
can be prevented through educational
campaigns, in which community-based
organizations play an integral part. To
loud applause, Mann issued a final chal-
lenge: “...is the world now mature enough,
now wise enough to accept that the
deepest meaning of solidarity requires
that we consider ourselves as if we too
were infected with HIV?”

President Kaunda offered a very per-
sonal note in his keynote speech, when he
recounted the death of his oldest son from
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Baltimore to head science journalism group

Boston

AFTER many months sitting in a “media
hotseat” during the US Congress’s most
extensive investigation ever of scientific
conduct, David Baltimore, Nobel laureate
and director of the Whitehead Institute in
Cambridge, Massachusetts, has taken on a
new responsibility to help scientific issues
receive honest coverage in the media.
Last week, he was elected to chair the
Scientists’ Institute for Public Information
(SIPI), a nonprofit organization based in
New York.

Baltimore, who replaces Lewis Thomas
in the position, says he has “mixed emo-
tions” about the press handling of the con-
tinuing investigation into his research (see
Nature 339, 163: 18 May 1989), but stresses
that his experiences will have little impact
on his role in the organization which seeks,
in his words, “to encourage that science
issues are handled” in a “good and honest”
fashion by the media. He acknowledges
that in the light of the investigation, the
announcement of his newest title “might
seem ironic”, but calls the timing ‘“sheer
accident.” He was, he points out, serving
on SIPI’s board well before he was caught
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in the media spotlight.

Just last month, Baltimore admitted to
feeling embattled and besieged by the con-
gressional committee conducting the cur-
rent investigation and by the press.
“American science is under attack”, he
claimed in a written statement to a group of
colleagues in Cambridge. But today Balti-
more says he is confident his experience
won’t “in any way taint” his involvement
with the media.

SIPI, now a decade old, is a small,
national organization that aims to “bridge
the gap between the scientific community
and the press”, according to spokeswoman
Sheryl Burpee. Among its projects, SIPI
runs the Media Resource Service, which
helps journalists to locate contact sources
on scientific and technical topics from the
organization’s large list of expert partici-
pants. Recently, the organization has also
done its best to encourage more good-
quality coverage of science on commercial
television, something Baltimore endorses
as “particularly worthwhile” because, he
says, “so much of the American public gets
their information” through television.
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© 1989 Nature Publishing Group

AIDS more than two years ago. Kaunda
emphasized that the AIDS epidemic
“adds a new dimension to the destruction
of the human body™, particularly in
Africa, where malnutrition, malaria and
other infectious diseases already drasti-
cally shorten life.

In response to the question of a possible
African origin for the AIDS virus,
Kaunda said the seriousness of the
pandemic overshadowed speculation that
the virus evolved “in the tail of a monkey™
or “jumped out of a test-tube of a hard-
nosed researcher”. Kaunda likened the
AIDS epidemic to a “soft, silent nuclear
bomb™ that “laugh(s] at mankind and our
wicked plans for self-destruction”. He
cailed for diverting the money being spent
on nuclear weapons into AIDS research,
saying “AIDS can do that killing for man
worldwide at no cost in dollars and
roubles.” Carol Ezzell

UK UNIVERSITIES
End to exam boycott

London

BriTisH university lecturers have narrowly
voted to accept the pay settlement agreed
last month between the university manage-
ment and the lecturers’ union, bringing to
an end the five-month boycott of examina-
tions which had threatened to delay the
awarding of degrees to final-year students.

On a turnout of 68 per cent of the 30,000-
member union, 55 per cent voted in favour
and 45 per cent against the settlement,
which gives lecturers a rise of 6 per cent
from 1 April and a lump sum of between
£150 and £285 depending on what each
university can afford.

The lecturers’ action began in January
with a refusal to cooperate in any examina-
tion procedures, which was later scaled
down to a refusal to mark papers. Apolo-
gizing for offering a pay rise of only 3 per
cent, the Committee of Vice-Chancellors
and Principals (CVCP) insisted that uni-
versities could afford no more. After the
CVCP persuaded the government to
release additional funds, the offer was in-
creased to a pay rise of 6 per cent, back-
dated to April 1989, plus an extra 1 per cent
to be distributed at the discretion of indivi-
dual universities and a lump sum of
between £150 and £285. The lecturers
refused this offer.

The argument of the CVCP throughout
the dispute has been that although it recog-
nize that the offer was too low, universities
simply could not afford any more. Instead
of accepting the offer and claiming victory
at that point, the union was determined to
continue, arguing that still no money had
been offered for 1988-89. Accepting an
offer worth only about £50 more three
months later reflects acknowledgement of
members that the cost to students of pro-
longing the dispute would be too great.
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