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H5N1 – Science in the eyes of the 
Hurricane 

  

Labex Korea - The controversies about Flu's 
studies, raised up a really old discussion. Science is 
god or devil, guilty or innocent? Scientists are 
inside of the hurricane eyes. The discussion started 
inside the Scientific Community. Two rival labs 
were talking different approaches to the public 
controversy surround their publication on the 
creation of dangerous strains of the avian flu 
(Avian Influenza), which could be transmitted 
between mammals. The unprecedented decision 

by the U.S. National Science Advisory Board for Biosecurity (NSABB) was considered a 
call for a voluntary moratorium on the publication of the studies while an international 
debate was held to discuss the future of the field. 
 
In a statement posted on the Web Sites of Nature and Science, a group of 39 influenza 
researchers announced a 2-month moratorium on studies that make the Avian 
Influenza strain H5N1 more transmissible between mammals. A group of prominent 
researches is asking NSABB to reconsider its controversial recommendation that two 
research teams omit key details from papers in press at Science and Nature. 
 
The discussion about this subject in question leads to a reflection of the role of the 
Scientific and Technological development, focused on the welfare of humanity, more 
complex than simply the risk that research can generate, especially with regards to 
bioterrorism. The discussion brings forth the role of governments and private 
companies that define their strategies application of resources in R&D, the Scientific 
Community that has the full ability to assess the risks embedded in specific topics, and 
the media that has the responsibility to inform the society the paths of technological 
innovation, and so on. 
 
The media has a fundamental role in this process, since it may be the greater 
responsible for guide the discussions on the pros and cons of any technological 
innovation, as it may, by popular movements change the direction of investment in 
R&D. Therefore, ethics in journalism must be in the first foreground, leaving aside the 
sensationalism, just in order to expand sales and (or) the access (online today). The 
information age, curiously developed by the actions of R&D could now become the 
number one enemy of the Scientific Community. 
 
The Science and Nature followed all the events related with the controversy of 
publication or for none the article related to H5N1. On the interview - "Ron Fouchier 
Flu Research: 'It's q Pity That It Has to Come to This" – by Martin Enserink, on January 
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20th, 2012, Dr Fouchier was very proactive in discussing the benefits of the research, 
and about everything that is behind of all this controversies. It is worth reporting here 
two answers that can elucidate several of the questions, especially the lay public, but is 
recommended to read the totally article. 
  

Question: Did the NSABB recommendations take you by surprise?  
Absolutely. This was something that was unprecedented, and something I wasn't 
counting on at all. NSABB has said that the risks outweigh the benefits, and now many 
people are saying: In that case, you shouldn't do this research at all. That's a very 
logical response. But the infectious disease community doesn't agree with NSABB on 
this. What NSABB should explain better is what the risks are exactly. How much 
bioterrorism have we seen in the past? What are the chances that bioterrorists will 
recreate these viruses? And is it really true that publication of this research would give 
bioterrorists or rogue nations an advantage? That's what I would like to hear from the 
NSABB.  
 
Question: You think it doesn't give them an advantage?  
No. Because bioterrorists can't make this virus, it's too complex; you need a lot of 
expertise. And rogue nations that do have the capacity to do this don't need our 
information. So I don't think they will benefit from this information at all. Meanwhile, 
NSABB gives very little credit to the public health benefits, while the entire influenza 
community is crying just how important that is. For them the balance between risk and 
benefit is very different than for NSABB.  

A list of publications on the Science and Nature magazine, with articles, commentaries, 
letters, etc., from renowned scientists in this area is available at the end of this article, 
which can accessed by clicking on the titles. 
 
 Finally, the controversy that was launched, leads us to reflect not only on the 
implications of this work, but also on ethics in scientific and technology development.  
 
Technological innovations can mostly be analyzed on two ways. In the case of aircraft, 
for example, facilitated the daily, reducing distances and extending the relationships, 
but can also, in fractions of seconds to annihilate a whole population. The discovery of 
nuclear energy, made it possible to generate clean energy, but produce the atomic 
bomb and nuclear disasters. In the simplest of technologies that history has always 
showed the "Collateral Effects", which is inevitable.  
 
The responsibility for the relation between risk and benefits is in the hands of who 
finances and who develops. Slowing the scientific and technology development will not 
stop those who wish to build weapons of various sources and forms. What we need, 
and that science has not found the way, is to transform the human mind. 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
Science and Nature Publications 
 
Scientists Brace for Media Storm Around Controversial Flu Studies - A biosecurity 
advisory board's recommendations on the publication of two avian influenza papers 
has drawn attention from the media and triggered debate in the scientific community 
(November 23rd, 2011).  
 
Grudgingly, Virologists Agree to Redact Details in Sensitive Flu Papers - Two groups of 
scientists working with the avian influenza virus H5N1 will hold back details from their 
publications at the request of a U.S. biosecurity advisory board (December, 20th,, 
2011). 
 
U.S. Biosecurity Panel May Call for Asilomar-Style Moratorium on H5N1 Papers - The 
U.S. National Science Advisory Board for Biosecurity is considering a call for a voluntary 
moratorium on the publication of certain flu studies while an international debate is 
held to discuss the future of the field.(December 23rd, 2011). 
  
U.S. Biosecurity Panel May Call for Asilomar-Style Moratorium on H5N1 Papers - The 
U.S. National Science Advisory Board for Biosecurity is considering a call for a voluntary 
moratorium on the publication of certain flu studies while an international debate is 
held to discuss the future of the field. (December, 23rd, 2011). 
  
In the Eye of the Storm, Two Rivals, Two Strategies - Two rival labs are taking 
different approaches to the public controversy surrounding their upcoming 
publications on the creation of dangerous strains of the avian flu. (January 6th, 2012). 
 
Will Flu Papers Lead to New Research Oversight? - The unprecedented decision by the 
U.S. National Science Advisory Board for Biosecurity to request that scientists withhold 
key details of their research has opened up a larger debate on the free flow of 
scientific information. (January 6th, 2012). 
 
 Live Chat: Should Science Be Censored? - Live Chat guests Andrew S. Pekosz and 
Michael T. Osterholm discuss the benefits and risks of H5N1 transmissibility 
studies.(January 12nd, 2012). 
 
Prominent Virologists Want U.S. Advisory Board to Take a Second Look at 
Controversial Flu Papers - A group of prominent researchers is asking a U.S. 
government biosecurity advisory board to reconsider its controversial 
recommendation that two research teams omit key details from papers in press at 
Science and Nature. (January 20th, 2012). 
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In Dramatic Move, Flu Researchers Announce Moratorium on Some H5N1 Flu 
Research, Call for Global Summit -  Stung by a growing global controversy over the 
potential dangers of experiments involving the H5N1 avian flu virus-and worried about 
heavy-handed government regulation-the world's leading H5N1 researchers have 
agreed a 60-day moratorium. (January 20th, 2012). 
 
Flu Researcher Ron Fouchier: 'It's a Pity That It Has to Come to This' - In a statement 
posted today on the Web sites of Nature and Science, a group of 39 influenza 
researchers announced a 2-month moratorium on studies that make the avian 
influenza strain H5N1 more transmissible between mammals.(January 20th, 2012). 
  
A Central Researcher in the H5N1 Flu Debate Breaks His Silence - In the heated 
debate about two labs that engineered a variant of the deadly H5N1 avian flu virus 
that for the first time easily transmits between mammals, one critical.(January 25th, 
2012). 
  
A Central Researcher in the H5N1 Flu Debate Breaks His Silence - In the heated 
debate about two labs that engineered a variant of the deadly H5N1 avian flu virus 
that for the first time easily transmits between mammals, one critical.(January 25th, 
2012). 
 
Flu Controversy Spurs Research Moratorium -  A group of leading influenza 
researchers last week agreed to a 60-day moratorium on some sensitive studies 
involving the H5N1 avian influenza virus "to provide time" for international 
discussions.(January 26th, 2012). 
 

Adaptations of Avian Flu Virus Are a Cause for Concern - We are in the midst of a 
revolutionary period in the life sciences. Technological capabilities have dramatically 
expanded, we have a much improved understanding of the complex biology of 
selected microorganisms, and we have a much improved ability to manipulate 
microbial genomes. (January 31st, 2012). 

 

The Limits of Avian Flu Studies in Ferrets - How concerned should people be that what 
happened in ferrets with these mutant viruses will apply to humans? (February 3rd, 
2012). 

Restricted Data on Influenza H5N1 Virus Transmission - Since its first detection in 
1997, highly pathogenic avian influenza (HPAI) H5N1 virus has devastated the poultry 
industry of numerous countries of the Eastern Hemisphere.(February 10th, 2012)  
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