DNA of Blacks
To Be Gathered
To Fight lliness

By ANDREW POLLACK

Saying black people are in danger
of being left behind at the newest
frontier of medical research, How-
ard University plans to create the
nation’s largest repository of DNA
from African-Americans.

The samples would be used to find
genes involved in diseases with par-
ticularly high rates among blacks
like hypertension and diabetes.

The plan, to be announced today at
Howard, a historically black institu-
tion in Washington, is to gather blood
samples or cheek swabs from 25,000

people over five years, Tiainly=pa< |-

tients at hospifais associated with™]
the Heward-College.of Medicine: -

Dr. Floyd J. Malveaux, deangf thé
medical school, said genetic infor--
mation would increasingly find the
causes of disease, predict suscepti-
bility to an illness and choose which
drugs would work best for a particu-
lar patient. It is important, Dr. Mal-
veaux said, that the health concerns
of blacks are included in this re-
search. In the past, he said, such
concerns have often not received
enough attention.

“We want to make sure as genet-
ics move forward, as information is
collected, as data is being mined,
that we are part of that process,” Dr.
Malveaux said in an interview.

Genetic studies of ethnic groups
raise concerns because of fears that

they could be used or distorted to
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justify discrimination against a
group or to promote stereotypes.

“There’s always a sensitivity
when geneticists start talking about
ethnic groups,” said Dr. Stephen J.
O’Brien, chief of the Laboratory of
Genomic Diversity at the National
Cancer Institute in Frederick, Md.

An international project to study
genetic differences among ethnic
populations was abandoned in the
1990’s after some groups argued that
the information might be used to
exploit them.

Scientists had to consider such
sensitivities in creating a newer pro-
gram, the International HapMap
Project, which will map DNA pat-
terns of certain ethnic groups.

Among African-Americans in par-
ticular, distrust lingers over a feder-
ally financed syphilis study in the
1930’s. In that study, researchers
withheld medical treatment from
black men in Tuskegee, Ala.

“There is certainly a danger,” said

Dr. Randall W. Maxey, president-

elect of the National Medical Associ-
ation, which represents African-

American doctors. But Dr. Maxey, a
kidney specialist in private practice
in Los Angeles, said that the re-
search was important and that the
involvement of Howard should allay
fears that the information might be
misused.

“From a political sense,” he said,
““a lot of us trust Howard University
much more than many other insti-
tutes involved in this.”

Officials involved in the Howard
library rejected the idea of harming
African-Americans. Given the dis-
parities in health care for blacks,
“the only thing controversial in my
mind is not pursuing that,” said Ar-
thur L. Holden, president of First
Genetic Trust, a company in Chicago
chosen to help create the databank,
the GRAD Biobank, for Genomic Re-
search in the African Diaspora.

First Genetic specializes in organ-
izing genetic information while con-
cealing patients’ identities.

Howard is the latest institution to
try to capitalize on the increasing
use of DNA samples to find genetic
variations that contribute to disease.
Scientists say samples have to be
collected in a standardized pro-
cedure with the informed consent of






