
 

 

In the spring of 2004 Antonina Presnyakova 
was working at the Vektor Research Institute 
of Molecular Biology near Novosibirsk, a 
remote Russian city. The scientist accidentally 
pricked her hand with a a needle while 
drawing blood from an infected guinea pig 
and was rushed to the hospital. There was 
little to be done. Two weeks later she died of 
Ebola. 

Much has been made of the “lab-leak 
hypothesis” -the theory that Covid-19 escaped 
from a research facility in Wuhan, China. In May, President Joe Biden ordered the 
American intelligence services to produce a report assessing its credibility, to be 
delivered to him this week. According to the American Biological Safety Association 
(ABSA), which maintains a database of such incidents, laboratory-acquired infections 
(LAIs) are disturbingly common. The majority are relatively mild, but some cases such as 
Presnyakova’s are severe. Since 1970 there have been either other incidents involving 
Ebola and five involving SARS. Laboratory workers have been infected with Dengue 
fever, HIV and Zika virus. In 2009 a microbiology professor at the University of Chicago 
died after contracting the plague.  

It is not just those who work in laboratories who are at risk. Deadly pathogens escape to 
the general public with disturbing regularity. In 1979 at least 68 people died when 
anthrax spores leaked from a Soviet military facility and drifted downwind. In 2007, an 
outbreak of foot-and-mouth disease in Britain was caused by a leaky pipe at the Pirbright 
Institute, a high security lab in Surrey.  

It takes only one severe incident to create a disaster. The chances of such a catastrophe 
happening are increasing. In the past decade, more than 20 new maximum-bio security 
(known as bio safety level 4 or MSL-4) labs have opened. One of the most recent, 
certified in 2017, is at the Wuhan Institute of Virology -the focal point of the Covid-19 
lab leak hypothesis.  



What can be done to prevent 
l e t h a l p a t h o g e n s f r o m 
escaping into the world? 
Between 2014 and 2017, gain-
of-function research -in which 
pathogens are manipulated to 
make them deadlier, more 
infectious, or both -was 
banned in America. Some 
researchers believe that this 
ban should be mandated 
globally. To understand deadly viruses and to develop treatments for them, it is necessary 
to study them. At present, there is scandalously little oversight. International standards 
ought to be agreed on, and a watchdog independent of those who fund research set up to 
enforce them. That would, at the very least, provide some inoculation against disaster. 

Be safe, be well! 
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