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» demanded by HGS make it essential for
the transcript map to be compiled in the
public domain, with as few restrictions as
possible on who should have access to the
data in contains, and on what terms.

“There has been concern voiced by a
number of people that a considerable amount
of effort is going outside the public domain,
and that if [the results] are not going to be
easily accessible, then the public domain
needs a part in such an important venture,”
says Michael Morgan of the Wellcome Trust.

Some scientists go further to argue that
allowing such a project to be dominated by
the private sector will inevitably skew its
priorities towards economic and industrial,
rather than scientific, goals. “There is a
public domain angle to all this, and therefore
a need for a slight change in emphasis to
make sure that all possible goals are cov-
ered,” says David Bentley, head of human
genetics at the Sanger Centre in Cambridge,
Britain’s main centre for genome sequencing
work which is jointly financed by Wellcome
and the Medical Research Council.

But others defend focusing sequencing
and mapping activities on areas of the
genome of potential value for diagnostic
and therapeutic uses. “This is what people
are waiting for,” says Cohen. “Private com-
panies can operate more quickly and effi-
ciently than academic scientists, and for
society, the quicker the work is done the
better.”

Wellcome officials hope that next week’s
meeting will provide an opportunity for
open discussion between partisans of both
points of view. But consensus is likely to be
difficult to achieve.

Already there have been tensions caused
by the fact that, according to Venter, neither
SKB, HGS or TIGR have been invited to
attend (even though representatives from
several large pharmaceutical companies,
such as Glaxo and Merck, will be there, as
well as from some small gene-hunting com-
panies, such as Sequana and Incyte).

Supporters of the ‘public domain’ ap-
proach argue that, in otder to avoid the
excessive influence of vested interests —
either from industry or governments — fund-
ing for a transcript map should come prima-
rily from non-profit foundations.

In Britain, Wellcome is reported to be
contemplating providing several million
pounds to the Sanger Centre to work on the
transcript map; other funds may be made
available in the United States to groups
such as researchers at MIT’s Whitehead
Institute in Boston.

But even the distribution of these funds is
likely to prove controversial, as the motives
of those favouring a ‘public domain’ solu-
tion are challenged by supporters of the
‘private’ approach on the grounds that, even
if not motivated by financial rewards, the
desire for scientific recognition may be play-
ing an equally influential role in determin-
ing the position of any one institution in the
general debate. David Dickson

366

Laboratory explosion prompts
warning over gas supplies

London. Researchers from the University of
Umed in Sweden, whose laboratory was
wrecked last month by an explosion after a
saboteur left the gas to all the Bunsen burn-
ers turned on, are urging other scientists to
review their security arrangements to en-
sure that they avoid a similar fate.

The attack took place at the laboratories
of the medical biochemistry department at
the university, 700 km north of Stockholm.
Ithas led Lars Thelander, head of the depart-
ment, to question the need for central gas
systems in modern laboratories.

One laboratory was completely burnt out
in the explosion, which took place on 29
August, and which some staff members think
might have been triggered by reports of
events at the Rockefeller University in New
York (see Nature 370, 315; 1994).

A technician found the doors to one of
the laboratories on the sixth floor closed,
when they were usually left open. She smelt
burning, and found a peristaltic pump on
fire, which she managed to put out after
calling the fire brigade.

Members of the fire brigade smelt gas
when they arrived and found that the gas
outflow pipe had been lit in another labora-
tory. As the firemen approached, a bottle of
ethanol that had been moved deliberately to
be near the flame, melted, caught fire and
ignited the gas that had settled near the floor
causing an explosion, burning two firemen
and injuring the technician.

Reagents and equipment, including
centrifuges, microscopes and water baths,
worth about Skr500,000 (US$65,100)
were destroyed in the fire that followed.
In all it is expected to cost Skrl million to

rebuild the laboratory.

Tor Ny, a professor of medical biochem-
istry whose laboratory was destroyed, says
he is unaware of any motive for the attack —
or who may have been responsible for it.

Gas supplies to about a hundred Bunsen
burners had been turned on and the doors
closed in laboratories on the top three floors
of the building. “The whole building was
full of gas. Tt was just lucky that the whole
building didn’t go up,” says Ny.

Neither Ny nor Thelander believe that
the attack was carried out by animal rights
campaigners, as their laboratory carries out
significantly fewer experiments on animals
than the other laboratories in Umea.

Thelander says that, even though “there
are always people who are fired”, staff rela-
tions at the laboratory are no worse than
elsewhere. But several factors suggest that
the culprit may be a current or former fellow
scientist. One is that the saboteur or sabo-
teurs must have had access to a key to enter
the building.

Thelander also believes that the culprit
must have been familiar both with the layout
of the building and with chemical reagents
and laboratory systems, in order to set up the
fires and avoid getting hurt themselves.

Thelander says that only one of the labo-
ratories housed in the six-storey building in
which the explosion took place regularly
uses the central gas system, and that it re-
mained in place primarily because it was
needed when the building was originally
constructed. “There is now a move to close
the central gas [supply] and get rid of the
risk,” says Thelander. “I’'m sure many labora-
tories could do the same.” Maggie Verrall

US lifts block on returning waste

Munich. Two ships containing highly ra-
dioactive spent fuel from four European
research reactors were expected to dock
early this week at Sunny Point harbour in
South Carolina, after a federal appeals
court overturned an injunction against
their entry into the United States brought
by South Carolina’s governor, Carroll
Campbell.

The court ruling averted a potential
crisis in which the ships, each carrying a
cargo of 153 spent fuel rods containing
bomb-grade highly enriched uranium
(HEU), would be unable either to dock in
the United States, or to return home to
Europe.

Last June, the US Department of En-
ergy (DoE) agreed to accept 409 spent fuel
rods (which it had originally provided), in
exchange for an agreement on the part of
six research reactors in Europe to convert
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to more expensive (but safer) low en-
riched uranium.

These plans were upset earlier this
month when Campbell sought to prevent
the ships from unloading their cargo in
the United States, arguing that the DoE’s
plans for the storage of nuclear waste
represent an environmental hazard which
has not been properly assessed.

Environmental groups joined the DoE
and research reactor owners in challeng-
ing the injunction because of the ships’
vulnerability to terrorist attacks (see Na-
ture 371, 192; 1994). The federal court’s
ruling has deflected further immediate
embarrassment. But it does not affect a
second decision by the district court in
South Carolina to conduct a full hearing
in late October over a further 256 fuel
rods, due to be shipped from Europe in
December. Alison Abbott
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