change, to experiment with new peda-
gogic devices—these are proper areas
for faculty concern and action. It is im-
perative, however, that the quality of the
student, of the educational process, of
the physician, and of the medicine which
he practices ‘be subject to continuous
vigilance. To make medical education
bigger without at the same time making
it better is an jnsufficient goal. Any sug-
gestion that medical schools may revert
to the condition of trade schools of the
pre-Flexnerian era must be resisted. The
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number of years which intervene be-
tween baccalaureate and doctoral de-
grees, is, in my opinion, not important
provided the product, the physician, is
a continuing scholar in medicine. We
should be dissatisfied with anything less.
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; Special Virus Céncer Program:
Travails of a Biological Moonshot

Can basic research be targeted? The
assumption that it can or ought to be
has proved ‘increasingly attractive to

_ politicians and budget makers disen-

chanted with science for science’s
sake. Yet despite the importance of
the issue, little attention has been given
to a uniquely ambitious attempt at
targeting basic research toward a spe-
cific goal, the Special - Virus Cancer
Program (SVCP) of the National
Cancer Institute (NCI). The SVCP,
now in its eighth year, has from the
start relied heavily on the planning
techniques used in space and military
programs, and, for a biological under-
taking, it has made similarly lavish
use of resources. How well has the
SVCP’s moonshot approach succeeded
in forcing the pace of sc1ent1ﬁc ad-
vance?

On the face of things, there has
been much progress made since 1964,
when the SVCP was launched with a
$10 million budget. Much new knowl-
edge has becen acquired about tumor
viruses and their role in causing can-
cer in animals, Within the last few
months, the SVCP seems to have
come within reach of a major goal, the
isolation of viruses presumed to cause
cancer in man. Discovery of one such
virus was announced this July by
SVCP-supported scientists at the M, D.
Anderson Institute in Houston, and
two more eurckas were sounded carlier
this| mopth by ISV.CP  teanis |lat fhe
University of Southern California and
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at Georgetown University, With a tally
of no less than three viruses, each
announced as a probable human can-
cer agent by its discoverers, the SVCP
might seem well on target in ifs goal
of developing a human cancer vaccine
or other antiviral magic bullet.
Although this is how the public and
Congress may see it, the SVCP is held
in rather lower esteem among the sci-
entific community, particularly by
those best qualified to assess the pro-
gram’s contribution,* “The SVCP has
been extremely ineffective and maybe
has even had a negative effect,” says
one distinguished cancer researcher. “I
hear nothing but complaints about the
SVCP. Its main trouble is that it doesn’t
have much of an intellectual base; it
has Huebner’s enormous energies, one
very good person—George Todaro—
but most of the contractees are pretty
mediocre”—runs the verdict of a well-
established biologist. An eminent West
Coast  virologist complains, “The
SVCP is a masquerade: they make
continuous proclamations of progress
to justify the vast amounts of money
being spent. But the nature- of the
program is that it excludes people who
are highly critical. It has created a
kind of stampede in which everyonc
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scicntists interviewed for this article asked that
their names not be mentioned, many citing the
risk of being denicd funds, since, as one scientist
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rushes lemming-like in the same direc-
tion, and critical discussion, points of
obvious contradiction, are ignored.”
Several virologists blame the moon-
shot-style approach of the program for
what they see as its lack of evident
intellectual underpinning. The present
emphasis on finding a human cancer
virus is regarded by some virologists
as more a political than a scientific
goal, designed to impress politicians
and sustain the program’s funding mo-
mentum. (For unless human cells dif-
fer from mouse and chicken cells, it is
already clear that their genetic in-
heritance includes the specifications for
a virus; the physical "isolation of a
human-derived virus will not lead to
an understanding of the fundamental
aspects of cancer and cell biology,
which are given less attention by the
SVCP,) '
The success or otherwise of the SVCP
is of topical interest not just because
of the fanfare over the recent human
virus claims, but also because of the
impending reorganization of the NCI
hierarchy caused by the new cancer
funding. (There are also signs that the
programmatic approach of the SVCP
is likely to be extended to other areas
of cancer research—the NCI has let a
$800,000 contract to a firm of systems
analysts to develop a “national cancer
plan.”) The major criticisms made of
the SVCP are that it uses a wasteful
method of supporting research, allows
100 much power to individual scientists
1o channel resources in a single direc-
tion, has failed to develop an intellectual
base for its overall resecarch strategy,
and excludes critics and outside advice.
The SVCP has its admirers and
positive achievements, but the exist-
ence of criticisms such as these,
whether ]ustlflLd or not, shows that the
progiim! Hids rot Wdn tHe Hehres: ahli

sinds of the acudumg world., Yet the


















