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The Army, bowing to public pressure, has scaled back its plans to build one of the world's most secure laboratories for scientists to test the deadliest germ-warfare agents, including virulent pathogens created by genetic engineering, it was announced yesterday 

A new lab -- to be constructed in 1991 at Dugway Proving Ground, 70 miles southwest of Salt Lake City -- will instead contain less stringent security and safety precautions, allowing researchers to study bacteria and viruses that pose only a modest risk of causing lethal disease when inhaled.

The Army's decision to modify the unpopular facility was announced at a Dugway news conference yesterday evening by Utah Gov. Norman Bangerter, a Republican who has fallen behind his Democratic opponent in the fall election campaign, and by Rep. James V. Hansen (R-Utah), who represents the Dugway area.

They spoke an hour before townspeople were to gather at a public hearing to protest the Army's initial plans to build the more elaborate laboratory, which was also opposed by Sen. Orrin G. Hatch (R-Utah), Rep. Wayne Owens (D-Utah), University of Utah scientists, and biotechnology critic Jeremy Rifkin.

"I appreciate the Army's newfound willingness to compromise with the people of Utah," Bangerter said. "We have come a long way from the early days of not knowing what takes place at Dugway."

An Army spokesman, Maj. Joseph Dealey, said the decision was based on "a recent critical review of the biological defense . . . work expected at Dugway within the next five years."

He said the Army determined the extraordinary safety precautions planned for the laboratory were excessive because it would not be working with exotic germ-warfare agents posing a high risk of deadly disease, including many for which no vaccines exist.

Only a few high-security government facilities are authorized to work with such agents now, including an Army lab at Ft. Detrick, Md., officially rated as having Biosafety Level 4 -- the maximum possible.

Employees at such labs typically enter and exit through special airlocks, wear protective gear with individual oxygen supplies, shower at shift's end, and have their suits decontaminated. Filters and incinerators eliminate pathogens in waste material and laboratory air to block the spread of deadly spores.

The Army has always said it had no plans to work with biowarfare agents requiring Biosafety Level 4 at Dugway, but sought authority to build a laboratory with that rating anyway as a contingency against unspecified future needs. The projected cost was $5.3 million.

Under the new plan, the new Dugway laboratory will instead be built to meet the requirements of Biosafety Level 3, intended for work with agents "where the potential for infection by aerosols is real and the disease may have serious lethal consequences," according to an Army report.

The lab will include new special equipment for spraying the viruses in aerosol form, enabling the Army to conduct more realistic tests of defensive equipment and clothing than possible now at Ft. Detrick or Dugway's existing Biosafety Level 3 laboratory.

Employees at the new facility will wear gowns, gloves, and surgical masks and conduct the most dangerous experiments in special cabinets with filtered air ducts. But unlike workers in the world's most secure labs, they need not use individual oxygen supplies and shower when leaving.

Ambient air in the laboratory also need not be filtered before being exhausted outdoors, although ducts will direct it away from occupied areas, according to the Army report.

Dealey said this laboratory is needed to test the effects on biowarfare defenses of organisms capable of causing anthrax, Q fever, tularemia, encephalitis and other infectious diseases and "will provide ample protection for workers and the environment."

He added that the Ft. Detrick lab "will be used to satisfy any future needs for materiel testing that require {higher} . . . containment," although no expansion is planned there.

Rifkin, director of the Washington-based Foundation on Economic Trends and the sponsor of several lawsuits against the Army biowarfare program, said the decision was "obviously a victory . . . . "

Owens congratulated the Army for its "tactical maneuver . . . to avoid an outright defeat on its proposals to expand biowarfare research."

But he added that "a number of important questions about the safety of biological warfare research remain unanswered," including "a glaring need for better oversight" by civilian scientists 
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