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I was in the pub last Sunday lunchtime after 
my usual doubles tennis match when one of 
my opponents, Bernard, asked me when we

scientists were going to sort ourselves out. He was
referring to an article he had read in the paper that
morning about how the BSE epidemic was now reported
to be caused by the common soil bacterium Acinetobacter
calcoaceticus. The article reported that prions were the
breakdown products of damaged nervous tissue caused
by the antibodies produced against the invading
bacterium mistaking brain cells for bacteria due to
similar shared protein sequences (my words, not his).
Now I am not going to pass judgement one way or
another on either hypothesis to explain the causes of 
BSE, it is far too early to do that, and that was the essence
of my argument with Bernard. On reflection it occurred
to me that I was rather curt and dismissive. This was

largely because I wasn’t in
charge of all the facts since I
hadn’t read the article in
the newspaper or its source
in  Infection and Immunity
(but when has that stopped
such a discussion?), but it
made me think a little
about microbiologists and
their rôle in interacting
with the public.

As scientists, mostly
funded from the public
purse, we have a responsi-
bility to present inform-
ation in a balanced and
largely non-judgemental
way so that the public 
and elected government
ministers are in a position

to make important decisions that can affect our lives. As
microbiologists we are very much in the limelight these
days as we reach a new era when microbes appear to be
developing more sophisticated mechanisms to evade
antibiotic attack and host defence mechanisms. The
public has a right to be concerned about the safety 
of food and we, as microbiologists, must maintain the
pressure on government and the regulatory authorities 
to ensure that there is a correct and measured response
that can allay fears rather than engender them. In this
first issue of Microbiology Today for the new millennium,
important issues that include food safety and resistance
mechanisms in bacteria and viruses are discussed and
serve to inform us so that we may pass such information
on to others. Thus, your quarterly magazine acts as a
valuable sourcebook of informed argument that can and
should be used whenever you need to engage the public.
A major step forward for the Society this year is the joint
meeting with the Society for Applied Microbiology to be

held at Warwick in April. The theme, fighting infection,
is an important one and worthy of debate. It is certainly
the sort of topic that will grab the attention of all of us
and I know it will be a great success. As a Society,
however, we must not be selfish but must share this
information responsibly and not be seduced into giving
sound bites because it is expedient to do so.

My colleague Allan Hamilton wrote in the last issue 
of Microbiology Today about irresponsible and sensation-
seeking journalism that often erodes the veracity and
reputation of microbiologists. It is essential that we 
gain the confidence of the public and try to avoid
complex jargon and neologisms that more often than 
not cause confusion and disdain. We must try to embrace
the opportunities to present our work in a clear and
positive way. After all there is a lot more to microbiology
than the study of infectious ‘nasties’ – an unfortunate
perception of our trade that has been given to us by the
public. My own public performance via a television
programme called Mother Nature’s Little Helpers had its
own rewards when a Leamington curry house refused to
accept payment for a meal I had with my family because
he enjoyed my TV performance so much. ‘When was it
on?’, I asked. ‘Three in the morning’, he said, ‘I couldn’t sleep’.
So there went my 15 minutes of fame!

As I reflect upon the activities of the Society over the
past years there is little doubt in my mind that its rôle in
advancing the ‘science and art of microbiology’ has been
more than adequately met. One only has to peruse 
any issue of Microbiology Today to see the vast range of
activities and promotions that the Society has brought
about. All of this has been due to indefatigable efforts of
staff at Marlborough House, the Officers and Council
Members of the Society, as well as the members of the
groups that help meetings go so successfully. The
Council is continually developing new projects to help
stimulate public awareness of the subject and I believe
that if we are to gain the trust, and with it the respect, 
of the wider community then we owe it to them to
proselytise in a responsible manner. If we want more
money to go into the subject then we must inform. The
vast sums of money spent by various governments on
expensive research programmes involving accelerators 
to split elementary particles into their component bits
was made possible by the efforts of the nuclear physicists
hinting to the media and government at the benefits 
to mankind that must surely follow once we know how 
to do it.

I’m off now to photocopy the article in Infection and
Immunity so that I can show it to Bernard next Sunday 
and continue our debate; he is a taxpayer after all.
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