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A former researcher at Fort Detrick, Md., has charged that more than a quart of disease virus was discovered missing from a biological warfare program there, raising questions about security at such facilities around the nation. 

In an amendment yesterday to a suit in U.S. District Court, Neil Levitt, a former lab director at the Army Medical Research Institute on Infectious Diseases, said he discovered the virus was missing in 1981 while he was using it to make a vaccine.

The virus causes a disease called Chikungunya, an illness common in Africa and Asia, that produces quick, severe symptoms like those from an extreme flu.

Levitt said security is so lax at Fort Detrick, where numerous deadly organisms are stored in quantity, that large amounts of hazardous material could be carried out of laboratories in a pocket or briefcase by any employe with clearance to work there.

Army officials denied Levitt's charges. Two officers who oversee the lab, Col. Harold Lupton and Col. C.J. Peters, said in interviews Monday that no virus was missing. A lab technician had disposed of the virus because it was "contaminated" and not useful for research, they said.

Lupton and Peters added that while no formal investigation was made, the matter was looked into at the time. No inventory of hazardous material is kept and no routine searches are done, they said, but noted that few employes are allowed access to the labs.

In going to court, Levitt joined activist Jeremy Rifkin and his Foundation on Economic Trends. The latest charges came in an amendment to a Sept. 2 suit by Rifkin that seeks to force the Defense Department to halt biological warfare research until the environmental impact of the program can be assessed.

Rifkin said the key issue involves security. "It might turn out that there is no problem with this missing virus--who knows what happened to it . . . ? But security is not very stringent or {is} even nonexistent in biological warfare facilities" at Detrick and university labs where the work is carried out under contract to the Army, he said.

Sen. Charles McC. Mathias Jr. (R-Md.), at Levitt's request, asked the Army last winter to investigate the missing virus. A May 13 reply from the Army's Office of the Inspector General said its inquiry "substantiated Dr. Levitt's allegation that no investigation was conducted into the disappearance of the virus, however, management did consider the matter and determined an investigation was inappropriate since the virus was not biologically hazardous."

Fort Detrick is an army base that houses laboratories doing research on agents of biological warfare, chiefly to produce vaccines and antidotes to diseases that might be used as biological warfare agents. The Army has a $67 million program under way on such research. "We are asking the court to ban the Defense Department from doing any further research on biological warfare agents or dangerous pathogens in their own facilities or in universities under contract until it undertakes a rigorous study of its security needs, and tight security procedures are adopted," Rifkin said in an interview. 
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