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Our Genetic Future: The Science and
Ethics of Genetic Technology. (£7.99.)
London: British Medical Association. 1992.

I found it difficult to review this book, per-

haps reflecting the difficulty that must have
been experienced by the committee that wrote
it. This volume is the report of a BMA
Working Party charged to examine the impli-
cations of genetic engineering, and consists of
236 pages of text with a few black and white
diagrams, plus references and a glossary. In
the first eight chapters and 135 pages it sets
out to inform the lay reader about mendelian
genetics, molecular genetics, and the applica-
tion of genetic engineering to plant and
animal breeding, to the production of phar-
maceutical compounds and vaccines, and to
prenatal and carrier genetic screening and
diagnosis. On the one hand, there is too much
information for the layman, and the illustra-
tions are not of sufficient number or quality to
compensate; there are much better and more

attractive primers available. On the other
hand, this material is not really very helpful to
those who are already familiar with the field.
The remaining six chapters and 101 pages

are most useful. Chapter 9 reviews the current
laws and guidelines concerning gene manipu-
lation in Britain, Europe, and the USA.
Chapter 11 discusses the possible benefits and
problems associated with genetic modification
of plants, animals, and micro-organisms; it
contains one of the (too) few critical passages
in the book, when explaining how the Green
Revolution of super yielding cereal varieties
resulted in disaster for some Third World
agricultural communities. It follows this by
pointing out that commercial interests may
conflict with interests of mankind in such
areas as the maintenance of genetic diversity,
but its recommendations are vague. Chapter
11 presents some of the arguments surround-
ing the patenting of genetically modified or-

ganisms, and presents the contrasting situa-
tions in Europe and the USA. Chapter 12
briefly discusses the application of gene mani-
pulation to pharmaceuticals, and then pre-
sents the welcome, and surprisingly radical,
case for demanding that a fourth criterion (or
hurdle) be met before a new drug is intro-
duced. In addition to the criteria of safety,
efficacy, and quality, there should be a social
criterion: the product should be 'needed', and
its likely social impact should be beneficial. If
this criterion were applied in a wider context,
then genetics and the rest of medicine, and
indeed our whole society, would betrans-
formed, but this avenue was not pursued.
The next two chapters cover in 45 pages

the implications of the application of genetic

modification to people and of the human
genome project. This material should have
been the core of the book, instead of a mere

tail. Chapter 13 examines gene therapy, gen-

etic screening, confidentiality (on which a

rather weak stance is adopted), occupational
genetic screening, insurance, and DNA
fingerprinting. Chapter 14 examines the
patenting or copyrighting of human DNA
sequences, and explores the potential conflict
between commercial interests and medical
need for the public health. Finally, there is a

summary and a generally sensible and
worthy set of recommendations.

I was disappointed at the tenor of the
volume, which is for the most part bland and
uncritical; while the possible technical and
administrative problems arising from genetic
manipulation are discussed, the broader issues
receive inadequate attention. Thus, some of
the psychosocial issues arising from carrier
screening for recessive disease are outlined,
but far too little attention is paid to this area if
it is considered that the report comes from a

medical body. The problems that may arise if
the attention and resources of health services,
and of society at large, concentrate on genetic
explanations of ill health (geneticisation) are

not addressed. The final few chapters of this
report do provide an interesting review of
selected topics, and I would like to see the
summary and recommendations being widely
discussed; however, I cannot recommend the
volume as a whole to any particular readership.

ANGUS CLARKE

Practical Molecular Virology. Methods
in Molecular Biology volume 8. Ed Mary
K L Collins. (Pp 330.) London: Humana
Press. 1991.

My ideal of a laboratory methods book is one
that gives a succinct, step by step summary of
the practical techniques, with a short section
on the applicability and the limitations of
each technique, and a brief troubleshooting
guide. I also like to see remarks on the
relative importance of the steps, so that I can

judge which are most likely to cause difficult-
ies, and which can be left out. It should be
written by a single author, or tightly edited
so as to give a uniform style. The famous
'Maniatis' (now Sambrook et al) inevitably
springs to mind as a first rate example in all
of these aspects. This book largely meets
these criteria, but the coverage of some of the
topics is uneven, and I suggest that you look
closely at the relevant chapters to see how
well the technique you need is covered.
The subtitle of the book is 'Viral Vectors

and Gene Expression', and this clearly shows
that the scope of the book is not as wide as the
main title suggests. There are 28 chapters,
primarily on the use of viruses as vectors for
foreign gene expression, interspersed with
more general chapters on techniques such as

PCR and syncytial assays. There is a heavy
emphasis on retroviral vectors (eight
chapters), which is unsurprising in the view
of the authors and the editor: there are also
three chapters on baculoviruses, two each on

Herpes simplex, Epstein-Barr virus, vaccinia
virus, poliovirus, and virus-like particles in

yeast, and one each on adenoviruses and
papillomaviruses. The treatment of retro-
viral vectors includes their use to mark cell
lineages and as insertional mutagens.
Background information to the methods is

usually well treated, particularly in the case

of the excellent introductory chapters on

retroviruses, and the authors have taken trou-
ble to indicate whether a given vector is likely
to be suitable for your purposes. Almost in-
evitably in a multiauthor volume, however,
the level of detail is highly variable in both the
background information and the actual
methods. This is reflected in the number of
references at the end of the chapters, which
varies from five to over 100. A small number
of the chapters are, as a result, so general as to
be almost useless as a practical guide.
On the back cover of the book, the publisher

writes "Humana's trend-setting series....
'Hands-on' techniques that everyone can use!"
This surely applies to most of the techniques
described, but in the case of certain notoriously
exacting and fickle techniques, such as the
production of vesicular stomatitis virus pseu-

dotypes, you would be well advised to consult
someone, preferably the author of these
chapters, before embarking on them.
To summarise, the book is very likely to be

useful if you intend to use the viruses
covered as vectors, especially if you want to
use retroviruses, but don't expect a compre-

hensive coverage of molecular techniques,
and consider carefully before planning to use

VSV pseudotypes!

CHARLES R M BANGHAM

NOTICES

The New York Academy of Sciences
The New York Academy of Sciences is spon-
soring the following symposia and conferences.
'Microbial Pathogenesis and Immune Re-
sponse' on 8 to 11 September 1993 at Gros-
venor Resort, Walt Disney World Village,
Orlando, Florida, USA.
'Fetal Cells in Maternal Blood: Prospects for
Noninvasive Prenatal Diagnosis' on 27 to 29
September 1993 at Crystal Gateway Mar-
riott, Arlington, Virginia, USA.
'DNA Damage: Effects on DNA Structure
and Protein Recognition' on 31 July to 4
August 1993 at Radisson Hotel, Burlington,
Vermont, USA.
'DNA: The Double Helix. Forty Years: Per-
spective and Prospective' on 13 to 16
October 1993 at Chicago Marriott, Down-
town Chicago, Illinois, USA. (Cosponsors
The University of Illinois at Chicago and
Green College, Oxford University.)
For further information contact: Conference
Department, New York Academy of Sci-
ences, 2 East 63rd Street, New York, NY
10021, USA. Tel (212) 838-0230, fax (212)
838-5640.

International Symposium on Neuro-
fibromatosis
In collaboration with Professor Jean-Pierre
Fryns, University of Leuven and Professor
Claude Stoll, University of Strasbourg, the
National Neurofibromatosis Foundation and
the International Neurofibromatosis Associ-
ation are organising an International Sym-
posium on Neurofibromatosis to be held on
11 and 12 September 1993 in Strasbourg,
France, as an adjunct meeting of the IV
European Dysmorphology Meeting. For
further information contact Sherland
Peterson-Ortiz, National Neurofibromatosis
Foundation, 141 Fifth Avenue, Suite 7-S,
New York, NY 10010-7105, USA. Fax:
(212) 529-6094, tel: (212) 460-8980.
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