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A senior scientist fired this week by Los
Alamos National Laboratory (LANL) as
part of a response to long-standing safety
and security problems says he will contest
his dismissal. The scientist is one of a dozen
workers punished in what Director G. Peter
Nanos called a move to restore public “trust
and confidence” in the lab and “exercise
control over our own destiny.”

“We will challenge the [firing] … and try
to get it reversed or reduced,” says David
Cremers, an award-winning laser researcher
and 24-year lab veteran who was involved in
a laser accident earlier this year that injured
an intern. The incident was one of several
safety and security lapses that in July
prompted Nanos to suspend 23 employees
and shut down all work at the 12,000-
employee lab in New Mexico (Science, 23
July, p. 462). The controversial decision,
which has cost LANL millions of dollars per
day, came just as the University of Califor-
nia was gearing up to defend its contract to
manage the lab for the U.S. government.

Last week, in an e-mail to lab staff,
Nanos announced that he was firing four
workers, punishing seven others, and await-
ing one resignation. One worker was still un-

der investigation, he wrote, and 10
others had been cleared of any
wrongdoing. Lab officials would
not identify the punished workers
but told reporters that three were
involved in a July incident in
which officials concluded that
computer disks holding classified
data were missing from a safe in the lab’s
Weapons Physics Directorate. Politicians
briefed on the case say it now appears that
the missing disks never existed and were the
product of sloppy record-keeping.

Science has learned the names of those in-
volved in the laser accident, however. In addi-
tion to firing Cremers, LANL is negotiating
the resignation of chemist Thomas J. Meyer,
the lab’s associate director for strategic re-
search and a member of the National Acade-
my of Sciences. Meyer declined comment.

According to a lab investigation report,
the 14 July accident occurred as Cremers
was demonstrating to a female undergradu-
ate student a dual-laser technique for vapor-
izing and analyzing soil samples. With the
intern out of the room, Cremers fired one
laser to suspend soil particles in a target
chamber. Then, with the laser on a nonlasing

setting, he invit-
ed her back into

the room to view
the particles. The laser burned a nearly half-
millimeter hole in the intern’s retina as she
bent over the target, damaging her vision.
The report concluded that the researchers
were not wearing the required eye protection
and had ignored  other safety rules.

“I will have responses to some of the
committee’s findings,” Cremers says. Both
sides seem to agree that there is no obvious
explanation for how the laser fired.

Nanos, meanwhile, says the punishments
mark a new era, and officials say the entire
lab should be back to work by next month.
“We are not the old Los Alamos anymore,”
he said at a 17 September all-hands meeting.
But one LANL researcher says the turmoil
has put morale “near rock bottom. Some of
us are looking for the exits.”

–DAVID MALAKOFF AND CHARLES SEIFE

Firing Draws Protest at Los Alamos
D O E  L A B S

A plea for help from a U.S. veterinary scien-
tist working overseas has led to criminal
charges against two researchers and five
biotech company off i-
cials. The case is seen as
the latest warning from
the U.S. government
about the serious reper-
cussions of importing
pathogens without proper
permits.

On 8 September, John
Rosenberger, a microbiol-
ogist at the University of
Delaware, Newark, agreed
to a f ine of up to
$250,000 and 6 months
of home detention after
pleading guilty to receiv-
ing and concealing a
poultry virus smuggled
into the country from
Saudi Arabia. In the pre-
ceding months, five former officials of Maine
Biological Laboratories (MBL) in Winslow,

which also received the smuggled virus and
developed a vaccine for it, pleaded guilty to
committing mail fraud, lying to federal agen-

cies, and concealing samples
of the pathogen. And on 9
September, Mark Dekich, an
employee of a Saudi poultry
company who is charged with
sending the virus, was indict-
ed on charges of smuggling
and making false statements
to federal agencies. The case
is before U.S. District Court in
Bangor, Maine.

According to court docu-
ments, Dekich asked for
Rosenberger’s help in 1998 in
identifying the subtype of
avian influenza afflicting his
company’s chicken flocks.
After receiving the sample,
Rosenberger asked one of his
lab employees to ship it to a

U.S. Department of Agriculture lab in Ames,
Iowa, labeling it as an isolate obtained from

Delaware. The federal lab identified the
virus as subtype H9N2—a strain not known
to be fatal to humans. After doing work on
its sample, MBL shipped two batches of the
vaccine to the Saudi company for $850,000,
falsely labeling them as a vaccine for New-
castle disease. 

The microbiologist’s offense “was seri-
ous in that it knowingly introduced a
pathogen into the country that could endan-
ger commercial flocks,” says George Dil-
worth, assistant U.S. attorney for Maine.
“Anybody in a similar position should know
they risk serious repercussions if they en-
gage in such conduct.”  

Rosenberger’s prosecution is yet another
warning that researchers must pay closer at-
tention to regulations governing the handling
of microbial samples, says Janet Shoemaker,
director of public affairs at the American So-
ciety for Microbiology. “There is good rea-
son for the government to be concerned
about such violations from the public health
point of view,” she says.

The University of Delaware says it 
wasn’t aware of the case before Rosenberger
pleaded guilty but that it has since begun an
audit of laboratory procedures. Rosenberger
is currently on leave and is due to retire in
January after 23 years at the university.

–YUDHIJIT BHATTACHARJEE

Scientist Pleads Guilty of Receiving 
Illegally Imported Avian Flu Virus 

M I C R O B I O L O G Y

Fowl shipment. Prosecutors
claimed John Rosenberger’s actions
threatened U.S. poultry flocks.

N E W S O F T H E W E E K

Light lesson.
Lab issued

safety alert 
after laser inci-

dent.
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