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T~ : Paul Berg 

SUBJECT: SELF-REGULATION RE: MOLECULAR CLONING EXPERIMENTS 

Josh Lederberg's memo t o  D r .  Robert Stone ca l l ed  t o  mind another po in t  I ' d  
l i k e  t o  make regarding se l f - regula t ion  of molecular cloning experiments by 
s c i e n t i s t s .  

For almost a year a f t e r  our observation t h a t  t he  pSClOl plasmid could be 
used fo r  cloning foreign DNA i n  E. c o l i ,  t h i s  plasmid w a s  t he  only rep l icon  
demonstrated t o  be s u i t a b l e  f o r  t h i s  purpose. During t h a t  period, and p r i o r  
t o  the  publ ica t ion  of t he  NAS Committee's l e t te r ,  con t ro l  of dissemination 
of t h i s  plasmid t o  members of t he  s c i e n t i f i c  community w a s  vo lun ta r i ly  exer- 
c i sed  by those s c i e n t i s t s  having t h e  plasmid i n  t h e i r  possession. 
sending t h e  plasmid t o  another s c i e n t i s t ,  I required a statement i nd ica t ing  
t h a t  it would not be used t o  introduce any oncogenic v i rus  DNA o r  disease- 
causing human v i r u s  DNA i n t o  bac te r i a .  
were asked t o  agree not t o  use i t  f o r  c rea t ion  of a n t i b i o t i c  r e s i s t ance  com- 
b ina t ions  t h a t  were not known t o  e x i s t  i n  nature.  F ina l ly ,  s c i e n t i s t s  who 
received t h i s  plasmid w e r e  asked t o  agree not  t o  d i s t r i b u t e  it outs ide  of 
t h e i r  l abora tor ies .  

Before 

I n  addi t ion ,  r e c i p i e n t s  of t he  plasmid 

Although the  r e s t r i c t i o n s  noted above are somewhat less s t r i n g e n t  than those 
spec i f ied  i n  t h e  Committee's le t ter ,  they have a b a s i c  s i m i l a r i t y  t o  what w a s  
f i n a l l y  agreed upon by the  group. I n  addi t ion ,  I think i t  is  important t o  
poin t  out t h a t  t h i s  approach, which w a s  taken vo lun ta r i ly  by me and agreed 
t o  by r e c i p i e n t s  of t he  pSClOl plasmid, represented & f a c t o  
by those s c i e n t i s t s  i n  possession of what w a s  a t  t h a t  t i m e  an e s s e n t i a l  t o o l  
f o r  exp lo i t a t ion  of t h e  molecular cloning technology. So f a r  as I know, no 
s c i e n t i s t  receiving the  plasmid has v io la ted  h i s  agreement, desp i t e  my obvious 
lack  of a b i l i t y  t o  enforce compliance once the  plasmid had been given out.  
It i s  worthwhile noting t h a t  t h i s  kind of responsible se l f - regula t ion  by a l l  
s c i e n t i s t s  involved w a s  ca r r i ed  out i n  the  absence of t he  more recent  and 
very s u b s t a n t i a l  peer group pressures t h a t  have r e s u l t e d  from publ ica t ion  of 
t he  NAS Committee let ter.  

se l f - regula t ion  

D e s p i t e  t he  very few ins tances ,  of which w e  are both aware, of s c i e n t i s t s  who 
may have been prepared t o  car ry  out experiments t h a t  w e  would both agree are 
p o t e n t i a l l y  hazardous, I agree s t rongly  with Josh's po in t  t h a t  t h e  majority of 
s c i e n t i s t s  are "so l a w  abiding and genera l ly  so  responsive t o  s o c i a l  sanctions 
t h a t  many of these  concerns have been in t e rna l i zed ,  and are acuepted informally 
without fus s  and question." 
accepted last  year and e a r l y  t h i s  year i n  the  absence of any o f f i c i a l  r e s t r i c -  
t i o n  w a s  s u f f i c i e n t  t o  prevent p o t e n t i a l l y  hazardous experiments from being 
ca r r i ed  out.  

Thus, t h e  s e l f  r e s t r a i n t  t h a t  w a s  informally 
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As I mentioned to you when we spoke ,ast wee too am concerned that the 
interpretation of the Committee's report put forth by much of the lay press 
may result in attempts by some to impose from without stringent restrictions 
concerning the kinds of experiments which should or should not be done. 
urge you in your forthcoming discussions in England to stress that even prior 
to the Committee's letter,scient$sts were in fact highly responsible in estab- 
lishing, on their own, a mechanism for self-regulation of experiments of the 
type dealt with in the Committee's report. 
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cc. J. Lederberg 


