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Plant-disease controls sap outbreak responses

'Bioweapons' restrictions threaten to hamper research.
http://www.nature.com/news/2007/071128/full/450596b.html

Ewen Callaway

Microbiologists in the United States are expressing
concern about a government proposal to limit
research on several plant pathogens because
of their potential to be used as bioweapons. The
researchers say that the plan to subject rice and
citrus disease agents to the same restrictions as
Ebola virus and anthrax are ill-conceived and will
limit the response to a natural outbreak.

The US Department of Agriculture (USDA) plans to
add four plant pathogens to the government's list of
‘'select agents'. Created to keep infectious diseases
out of the hands of would-be terrorists, the current
list includes 81 human, animal and plant pathogens
and toxins. Researchers studying substances
included on the list must confine their work to high
security labs, file mountains of paperwork and
submit to background checks.

The latest draft includes pathogens of rice, citrus,
rye and deciduous trees that have wreaked havoc
elsewhere, but have not crossed US borders. The
USDA is accepting public comment on the proposal
until 3 December.

Many scientists think that plant diseases should not
be lumped with deadly human pathogens such as
smallpox. Most plant-disease research is already
subject to strict regulation and quarantine, they
point out. Adding more plant diseases to the select-
agent list could have a chilling effect on research,
says Jan Leach, a microbiologist at Colorado State
University in Fort Collins, who studies Xanthomonas
oryzae, a bacterium that causes leaf blight of rice.
“Some of us will just drop out. We won't work on
those pathogens anymore,” she says.

Her lab halted research on one strain after it was
added to the list. But if the proposed changes
go forward, all strains would be subject to the
extra regulations. The disease — endemic in Asia
and Africa — poses minimal threat to the United
States because of different climate and farming
techniques, she says.

In Florida, the select-agent law stymied the state's
response to a 2005 outbreak of citrus greening,
says Wayne Dixon, a senior plant pathologist at
Florida's agriculture department in Gainesville.
Now, the USDA plans to remove from the list one
strain that is widespread in Florida, while adding
another that is currently hitting orange trees in
Brazil. Dixon worries that if the Brazilian strain hits
Florida, research and epidemiology will again be
handcuffed by the disease's select-agent status.
For example, researchers who perform lab tests
on potentially infected tree samples must destroy
them if the sample reveals a positive result.

Michael Firko, a USDA official who was involved
in drawing up the new select-agent list, says the
agency attempts to balance national security with
scientific freedom by updating the list biennially
and seeking input from researchers. He cites the
delisting of plum and soya bean diseases in 2005
and the current proposal to remove one strain of
citrus greening. Yet for many plant pathologists,
these changes don't happen often enough or fast
enough. “We had our hands tied for two years,”
says Dixon.
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