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On Thursday, 21 February, the gene wars
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ca, Chiapas, and adjacent
Guatemala are one of
Mexican newspapers reported that two teams
of government researchers had confirmed
seven "centers of genetic
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mended publication of one or more, accomtests and [is] preliminary." Indeed, says Timopanied by a rebuttal from Quist and
thy Reeves, director-general of CIMMYT,
Chapela. "The PCR and iPCR [inverse
which is working with the Mexican government, the two Mexican teams are now rePCR, a variant] data presented is simply not

critical letters to Nature in December. Three

referees reviewed the letters and recom-

sufficient data to warrant ANY of the con-

sponding to the criticism of PCR methodolo-

clusions of the authors," including both the gy by revamping their analyses to include big-

presence of transgenic DNA in Mexican
ger samples and more reliable tests.
maize and its instability, declared the first
Meanwhile, CIMMYT, which develops
reviewer. "Nature should demand that the

improved crops for Third World farmers, has
authors retract their manuscript if they canbeen searching its vast storehouse of maize
not demonstrate well-controlled DNA blot
varieties for transgenic "contamination." By
analyses [a common confirmatory test] doc22 February, the lab had found none, and the
organization has adopted measures that it beumenting transgene integration events."

lieves will prevent GM maize from entering
"Nature is coming under pressure to use
secondary technical criticisms to discredit
its gene bank, preserving at least some of
our main findings," responds Quist. Re-Mexico's maize diversity. But given the
amount of transgenic maize in the United
garding doubts about the instability he reStates, Reeves believes it is "very likely" that
ported, he believes that "the critique is coming from expectations" created by lab exsome will eventually end up growing in Mexico. For now, however, "transgenic maize in
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To respond to criticisms, "we're discussing

-CHARLES C. MANN

with Nature the possibility of publishing [in
a reply] some new information that substantiates our findings."
(Science obtained three of the letters, the

NAS Asks for More

Scrutiny of GM Crops
the anonymous referee reports from sources
initial Quist-Chapela response, and some of

Debate Down UnderAustralian re-

searchers were astonished this week by
press reports that the government was
considering new limits on stem cell research.The Melbourne broadsheet The Age
reported on 26 February that senior ministers had agreed "in principle" to bar scientists from harvesting stem cells from embryos destined to be destroyed by in vitro

fertilization clinics-prompting howls of
protest from researchers and a hasty retreat by government officials.
Researchers said the reversal would im-

perilAustralia's position as world leader in
stem cell studies. Its scientists were among
the first to isolate human embryonic stem
cells, and they have produced 10 of the 73
cell lines approved by the National Institutes of Health for use by taxpayer-funded
researchers in the United States. Prospects
looked bright after the government spent
heavily on a new tissue research center
and a parliamentary panel last year recommended against restrictions.
So there was an instant uproar upon reports that the head of that panel Minister
of Ageing Kevin Andrews, had broken ranks
and convinced a majority of ministers to
support embryo restrictions.Andrews
quickly issued a statement denying that the
government had reached a decision. Still researchers are wary. Says Martin Pera of Mel-

boume's Monash University:"We hope
there's less to this than meets the eye."

other than their authors, who are blocked by
The U.S. Department of Agriculture
Fish Fight South African ichthyologists
(USDA) needs to strengthen its proceduresare protesting a government decision to
Nature from discussing their critiques before publication. Nature editor Philip Campfor approving field tests and commercializa-strip the name of a famous fish scientist
bell says the journal acts "as promptly as
tion of transgenic plants, a National Research from a prominent research center.The
possible" on criticisms, publishing themCouncil committee concluded in a report re-J. L B. Smith Institute of Ichthyology in
leased last week. Although transgenic cropsGrahamstown was named after the scienwhen "appropriate.")
tist who described the rediscovered coelaSurprisingly, even Quist and Chapela's
don't pose a greater risk than that of products
most strident critics agree with one of their
of conventional breeding, the committee said, canth in 1938. But last year, government
officials rechristened it the South African
traits introduced by either technique can pose
central points: Illicit transgenic maize may
Institute forAquatic Biodiversity, saying

well be growing in Mexico. In May 2001
risks to the environment. Ultimately, it added,
the new name would better reflect the inthe potential environmental impact of conChapela shared his initial results with the Nastitute's broader future mission.
tional Institute of Ecology (INE, the research
ventionally bred crops should also be asSeveral institute scientists, however, are
sessed. But for now, to bolster its regulation
arm of the Mexican Ministry of the Environchallenging what they call the "undemoment and Natural Resources) and the intercratic" erasure of Smith's legacy.The name
agency National Biodiversity Council
change is a "political ploy of dubious
(CONABIO). Concerned, INE and
worth," ichthyologists EricAnderson and
CONABIO took maize samples from 20 ranPhil Heemstra charge in a recent open letter
dom locations in Oaxaca and two in the adjato members of the American Society of
cent state of Puebla. The samples were dividIchthyologists and Herpetologists-if only
ed into two groups and independently anabecause budget constraints mean the instilyzed by researchers at the National Au-

tute will remain focused on fish for the

tonomous University of Mexico and the Cen-

foreseeable future. Institute officials

a ter for Investigation and Advanced Studies

weren't available for comment, but Ander-

| (CINVESTAV) at the National Polytechnic

son is hoping that intemational pressure
will convince them to restore Smith's name

3 Institute. At a 23 January meeting in Mexico

| City, CINVESTAV official Elleli Huerta pre-

to prominence, perhaps as part of the titles

Look closely. An NRC panel says USDA should of joumals published by the institute.
sented preliminary PCR finmdings indicating

, that transgenic promoters, mostlyregulate
CaMVbiotech crops more rigorously.
www.sciencemag.org SCIENCE VOL 295 1 MARCH 2002
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