Smallpox case: Glaring gaps in safety nets

On Aug. 24 Henry Bedson of Birming-
ham University in England identified
smallpox viruses in blood samples from
university photographer Janet Parker (SN:
9/9/78, p. 182). Immediately, it seemed
likely that she had been infected from
Bedson’s laboratory. On Sept. 6 Bedson
committed suicide, and on Sept. 11 Parker
died. The confidential report of the official
inquiry into that smallpox outbreak has
reached the British press, and it lays
blame on careless laboratory procedures
and also on governmental and World
Health Organization committees charged
with protecting the public. In addition, the
official report points to that same labora-
tory as a likely source for the 1966 Bir-
mingham outbreak of a milder form of
smallpox that infected at least 45 persons.

Parker’s death is a sad epilog to the
global eradication of virulent smallpox,
variola major, announced more than a
year ago (SN; 12/17/77, p. 407). What waO
officials called “the last case of variola
major on earth” had been identified in
Bangladesh in 1975. Because investigators
have found no reservoir for the virus in
animals, they believe the virus to be ex-
tinct except for small quantities in re-
search laboratories.

During the past two years heated dis-
cussions have focused on the question of
whether laboratory stocks should be de-
stroyed or whether research on smallpox
should continue, to guard against the
possibility of a related epidemic threaten-
ing people in the future. wHo recently de-
cided to limit research using those viruses
to a few, highly contained, facilities. Bed-
son’s laboratory was not one of the facili-
ties chosen and was scheduled to end, by
December 1978, its research in identifying
smallpox viruses by their coat proteins.
That deadline was not soon enough to
avoid Parker’s death.

The Jan. 4 NEw ScienTisT describes the
probable route of Parker’s infection, ac-
cording to the official report by a commit-
tee chaired by Reginald Shooter. Both the
tiny room used for smallpox experiments
and the surrounding laboratory have ver-
tical ducts carrying wires and other serv-
ices to rooms on the floors above and
below the laboratory. Those ducts have
inspection covers that fit badly, leaving
gaps through which airborne viruses can
leak, the report says. Careless laboratory
procedures made the division between the
smallpox room and the outer laboratory
insignificant. The researchers routinely
moved between the rooms to use essential
equipment and did not remove their
gowns or disinfect their gloves when they
left the smallpox area. The airflow in the
laboratory was such that, instead of pre-
venting airborne material from leaving the
inner room, it transported materials to an
adjacent seminar room, into the corridor
and to a little-used room upstairs.

54

Detective work by Shooter’s committee
revealed that the room above the animal
pox room, connected by a service duct,
contained a telephone with a direct out-
side connection. On July 25 Parker made a
large number of calls from that telephone
ordering photographic supplies. On that
same day experiments on the floor below
used three strains of smallpox virus —
Abid, Jumma and Taj. Abid was the strain
that infected Parker (and her mother, who
recovered). This appears to be the first
recorded case of airborne spread of virus
from laboratory culture, although in 1970
in a West German hospital a patient
transmitted the disease apparently via an
air route. However, it is also possible that a
staff member who visited both the animal
pox laboratory and Parker carried the
virus to her on clothing.

Physical containment is supposedly
only the first line of defense against infec-
tion. Everyone who might come into con-
tact with the virus should have been vac-
cinated. The university offered vaccina-
tion to all staff of the Medical Microbiology
Department, but not to workers in the
Anatomy Department, which was housed
on the floor directly above. Parker had not
been vaccinated since 1966.

And where were the safety inspections
that should have monitored Bedson’s lab-
oratory? The university's subcommittee
on pathogenic organisms, chaired by Bed-
son, did not report his laboratory’s short-
comings, implement an extensive vaccina-
tion policy or train experimenters in spe-
cial precautions. An inspector for the na-
tional committee, Dangerous Pathogens
Advisory Group (pPAG), of which Bedson
was a member, briefly visited Bedson'’s
laboratory and approved it, although their
inspector must have seen that the facility
was not up to governmental standards (for
instance, it did not have showers and
changing facilities). ppaG approval rested
on Bedson’s good research reputation and
mistaken beliefs that staff members
worked under Bedson'’s direct supervision
and that vaccination was extensive.

Finally, wHo inspectors visited the labo-
ratory last May and noted the absence of
many recommended facilities and proce-
dures. (In correspondence with wxo, Bed-
son had already admitted his laboratory
did not meet wHo requirements.) The in-
specting team made procedural recom-
mendations and expressed “considerable
reservations” about safety. However, wHo
did approve Bedson’s work, on the condi-
tion that it end in 1978. Bedson reassured
wHO with statements that “the risk must
be minimal” and pointed out a decrease in
the scale and diversity of smallpox work in
his laboratory.

According to New ScienTisT, Bedson
clearly lied to wHo about his work’s scale
and diversity. The workload in the labora-
tory had increased ten-fold, and he had
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just received 22 strains of smallpox virus
to add to the 14 held previously. Finally,
neither wro nor Bedson told the other
safety groups of the results of the wnHo
inspection.

Bedson in 1966 co-authored areport of a
Birmingham epidemic of the milder
smallpox, variola minor. That epidemic
may also have spread from his laboratory.
According to Shooter’s report, the first
person affected in that outbreak was the
photographer holding the same position
in the Anatomy Department that Parker
was later to fill. That photographer had
worked on the floor above Bedson’s labo-
ratory during a period in which Bedson
was experimenting with variola minor. Al-
though no cases were identified among
overseas travelers, the investigators at the
time believed the outbreak stemmed from
an unidentified immigrant.

What now? Lawrence McGinty in New
ScENTIST calls for abolishment of prac
and policing of the research by an agency
more independent of the scientists. The
Shooter committee recommends having
DPAG re-inspect laboratories and move
out of London the only laboratory in Brit-
ain still working on smallpox. The Jan. 11
NATURE reports that Keith Dumbell, head
of that remaining smallpox research unit,
believes that the extensive safeguards in-
cluded in their custom-designed London
laboratory make arguable the wisdom of
moving the facility. Meanwhile, a director
of the Medical Research Establishment,
Porton, offers to store the smallpox virus
there.

According to wHo, only ten laboratories
in the world are known to now hold
smallpox viruses, including, in the United
States, the Center for Disease Control in
Atlanta, the American Type Culture Collec-
tion in New York and the Army Medical
Research Institute of Infectious Diseases
at Ft. Detrick, Md. wHo favors consolidat-
ing those stocks even further to just three
laboratories, those in Atlanta, London and
Moscow. a

How diet can
prolong life

No one knows if fat rats are considered
jolly by their fellow rodents, but four dec-
ades of research strongly suggest that the
weighty rat dies relatively young. More
than 40 years ago, Cornell University's C.
M. McCay reported that restricting food
increases the length of life of laboratory
rats — a finding that has been repeatedly
confirmed to include other rodent species
over the years. “Moreover, food restriction
delays the occurrence of most age-related
diseases,” says Edward J. Masoro of the
University of Texas Health Science Center
at San Antonio.

But the exact mechanisms of the diet-
lifespan link have remained puzzling.
“Surprisingly little work has been done on
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