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Letters

Crying foul over fowl name

In “From Antarctica: The Elvis of dinosaurs”
(SN: 10/23/93, p.261), you refer to a male
peacock. There is no other. The female is a
peahen.

Betty O’Dell
Bradenton, Fla.

Indeed she is, and together they are peafowl.
— The editors

Company disputes gene patent facts

“All Rights Reserved” (SN: 9/4/93, p.154)
contains errors of fact. Bernice Wuethrich
mentions “codiscoverers of the gene for dys-
trophin.” There was only one discoverer of the
dystrophin gene — Louis Kunkel and his team
at Boston’s Children’s Hospital.

Wuethrich also writes, “the Toronto group
had to drop its [patent] application because it
could not afford the $20,000-plus cost of pursu-
ing the patent.” A sound reason for not filing a
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patent application in this case is the incontest-
able fact that Kunkel’s team had discovered the
dystrophin gene first and that filing a patent
application would be foolishly spending
money.

The story continues, “Genica patent law-
yers . . . threatened to file a lawsuit for patent
infringements” against the Toronto research-
ers. Had Wuethrich bothered to call Genica, we
would have explained to her that at no point
did Genica threaten a lawsuit against the
Canadians. As a matter of fact, we asked the
Toronto researchers about collaborating.

What'’s most unfair about the article, how-
ever, is that the main point — namely, allowing
patents on gene fragments of unknown func-
tion may be a terrible thing for all mankind —is
poorly substantiated by including Genica’s
patent situation as a representative example.
The dystrophin patent, licensed exclusively to
Genica by Children’s Hospital, is not about a
gene fragment at all; the patent includes the
entire gene and the encoded protein dystro-
phin, which is well known to cause the major

Science Service, Inc. is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve, and extend access to |} )2
Science News. NINOJS ®

disorder Duchenne muscular dystrophy.
Genica is looking forward to the Office of
Technology Assessment’s study on patenting
DNA sequences, due this spring. Can one
patent fragments of genes with unknown func-
tions? That’s a legitimate debate, and we look
forward to the resolution of this important

issue.
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