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Ilaria Capua, a 39-year-old Italian veterinarian working on avian influenza in a 

government lab, last month received a sample of the virus in the mail from Nigerian 

health authorities. The virus had just attacked birds in Nigeria, the first confirmed 

case of the disease in Africa. The sample was something of a prize, a chance to study 

a specimen and explore how it spread from its stronghold in Asia.

Within days of isolating the virus, Dr. Capua says, she got an offer from a senior 

scientist at the WHO in Geneva, whom she declined to name, to enter her finding in 

the closed system. She could submit the virus's genetic information, or sequence, to 

the database. In exchange, she would be given the password to the WHO's massive 

stash of data. A spokesman for the WHO confirmed that the offer was made.

Instead, Dr. Capua posted the gene sequence in a public database accessible on the 

Internet. She also sent a letter on Feb. 16 to around 50 of her colleagues urging them 

to do the same with their bird-flu samples.

"If I had agreed" to the WHO's request, she said in an interview, "it would have been 

another secret sequence."

MONDAY, MARCH 13, 2006

Scientist Rebels Against WHO Over Bird Flu
Scientists around the world, racing to discover how avian influenza is spreading and whether it is evolving 

toward a pandemic strain, face a dilemma: Should they share their interim findings widely, show them only to 

a select set of peers, or keep them to themselves until they can publish papers, often critical to their careers?

Now, a lone Italian researcher has cast a harsh spotlight on the WHO's system, suggesting that it places 

academic pride over public health - and snubbing it by posting prized bird-flu data in plain view.
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EDITORIAL

Secret Avian Flu Archive
Published: March 15, 2006

At a time when health authorities are racing to head off a possible avian flu 

pandemic, it is distressing to learn that the World Health Organization is 

operating a secret database that holds the virus's genetic information. A lone 

Italian scientist has challenged the system by refusing to send her own data 

to the password-protected archive. Instead, she released the information 

publicly and urged her colleagues to do the same. She is surely right. The 

limited-access archive should be opened or bypassed immediately to 

encourage research on this looming health menace.

The campaign by Ilaria Capua, an Italian veterinarian who works on avian 

influenza, was spotlighted in recent articles in the journal Science and The 

Wall Street Journal. The hidden data could be of immense value in 

determining how the virus is evolving and in developing effective vaccines 

or drugs. The possibility of breakthroughs can increase only if many more 

scientists can analyze the data.
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RESOLUTION No. XXVI 

 

Sharing of avian influenza viral material and information  

in support of global avian influenza prevention and control 

 

1. OIE Members reporting outbreaks of avian influenza should agree to share 

animal avian influenza viral material and information about avian influenza 

viruses through OFFLU with the international scientific community. 

  

2. OIE Reference Laboratories must actively encourage sharing of material 

and data with the international scientific community, and as a minimum 

deposit genetic data within 3 months of receiving an isolate into a 

public database designated by the OFFLU Steering Committee, which will 

manage scientific relations with the WHO. 

 

 3. To enhance cooperation and transparency, the actions taken by countries 

must be recognised in subsequent publications and other benefits arising 

from the use of biological material or data that they have submitted to OIE 

Reference Laboratories.  

 

 

 





http://apps.who.int/gb/ebwha/pdf_files/A62/A62_5Add1-en.pdf 





 











•Uso a scopo bioterroristico 

•Ricostruzione in laboratori non 

autorizzati 

•Dispersione nell’ambiente volontaria 

 

•Fuga accidentale da laboratorio 

•Errore umano 

•Catastrofe naturale 

 








