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Foreword by Ralph Nader



With the proliferation of corporate and government biolabs pushing the frontiers of altering pathogens—viral and bacterial—often with far fewer safeguards than their peril demands, Becky McClain’s story best be heeded. All of us are within the framework of unregulated, corporate science. There is little responsible deliberation or meaningful disclosure of environmental risks or health and safety threats. The legal and ethical guardrails for corporate science are dreadfully inadequate. That’s what can lead to pandemics for which the world is poorly prepared.

It takes a rare combination of character and personal strength, driven by the big picture and civic resolve, to author such a meticulously documented book as this rigorous bioscientist has delivered concerning the culture of biosafety operating in twenty-first century labs. Her fight for biosafety to protect public health and worker safety, and her battle for rights to exposure records after a reckless and dangerous lentivirus exposure at work, grew into a larger civic pursuit on all of our behalf. Her case elevated issues of freedom of speech and worker safety rights. It also raised the public’s realization of what immunized corporate greed steeped in severe abuses of power, commercial pressure, and control of employed scientists can portend to massively endanger humans and other species on Earth. For her valor and vision, under painful conditions, Becky McClain was awarded, in 2010, the Callaway Award for moral courage.

No general description of this book can convey the horror and details of what Becky McClain and her husband, Mark, endured at the hands of Pfizer, enabled over the years by collusion with government officials. Pre-verdict and post-verdict, this company employed thuggish retaliatory tactics, blacklisting, threats, harassments, wrongful discharges, coverups, and demands for total gag orders. Those tactics were designed to keep her case from flaring into a national demand for Congressional regulation in the form of rigorous biolab inspections xand mandatory safety/health standards with teeth. Against this objective, Pfizer and the bioengineering industry are succeeding. To date, Congress is not even considering legislation to prevent, in Becky’s words, the “releases of dangerous bioagents into the environment with potential to spawn new emerging diseases, epidemics, or even pandemics.”

Should one or more of these labs see their deadly recklessness emerge into the outside living environments, expect the usual denials, coverups, and political lobbying to shield these firms and these bosses from criminal penalties and closure of their lethal enterprises. Where this story, in its gripping details, ends is where we the people must begin to safeguard life on Earth. This is no mere exposé of a serious one-time lab failure. It is an onsite warning to all that these ever more dangerously engineered pathogens can terrorize the world with pandemics leading to omnicide.
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Author’s Note



Exposed is a true story of my plight and legal fight as a scientist after I raised safety issues of public concern in a biolab engaged in developing advanced biotechnologies.

It is a story written in the context of conversations and events that took place. The conversations in the book are based on personal notes, legal documents, or my most honest recollection of the words spoken. Not claiming to recall each exact word, however, I wrote conversations founded on the words, concept, tone, and character of what I remembered being said and its impact on me at that time. The names and identifying characteristics of some individuals have been changed. Aside from that limitation, the events and the individuals described in this book are real.

I’ve written this book as a witness to a system gone bad—a system that breaks people bad—a system that threatens the public’s health, workers’ rights, and America’s right to freedom of speech. I emphasize a system gone bad to make the point that individual identities in Exposed are not important to the purpose of this book. As such, other than myself, my attorneys, and persons relevant to historical context, I’ve not used most individuals’ real names. For the most part, however, I’ve kept the real names of the companies, organizations, and institutions involved in Exposed for the sake of contextual authenticity. Nevertheless, if the reader wants additional information they can refer to McClain v. Pfizer Inc., No. 3:2006cv01795.
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Prologue A Walk into the Wilderness


August 2005



I walked on a rocky path into the wilderness of a Connecticut forest where rarely another person was ever seen. I had often walked its trails and those that led deeper into its solitude and undisturbed beauty. Today the healing warmth of the sun on my back mirrored the gratitude I felt in being able to walk the forest’s path once again. Especially now, with the extraordinary and difficult circumstances facing me in my life, this walk was a welcome reprieve.

It was an exceptionally gorgeous day, and looking up, I saw an enormous arched canopy of maple, pine, and oak trees high above me, filled with nature’s sounds and dazzling colors as beams of light pierced through its cover. At my feet, these rays of sunshine, moving in perfect rhythm with the playful breeze that tossed the forest’s canopy, created sparkling light that danced upon the path and beyond, as if beckoning me farther into the woodland. This enchanting wilderness with its air smelling rich of earth, pinewood, and wildflowers, felt especially rejuvenating to me today as I continued to walk a solitary path deeper into the beauty of the woods with my two beloved Jack Russell terriers yoked together on a leash.

I stopped to gaze beside the trail as I stood in awe. Here, a mirrored silhouette of the forest’s grandeur was reflected perfectly in the crystal blue water of a large, natural pond. Fat bullfrogs splashed among lush green lily pads, crowned with blooming fruits of yellow and white flowers. Close to a large mound, heaped high with disarranged forest timber and lined with swaying pond reeds, a beaver poked its head through the water’s surface, looking friendly and curiously at us. The dogs strained and whined at its sighting.
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“Come on, Winston and Lacie! We are here to find serenity and peace. No adventures today—do you hear me?” I said, scolding the furry beasts with a laugh and smile. I tugged at their leash to continue. They obeyed. We resumed to meander the paths into the woodlands for a pleasant stretch of time, enjoying the solitude, beauty, and prayerful reflection I had been seeking.

Then unexpectedly, an overwhelming feebleness suddenly overcame me. I had to stop and try to steady myself. I felt dizzy with weakness. My legs began to shake, and my heart pounded hard, its beating rising in my ears. Just as rapidly as if someone had untied the end of a balloon, letting its air fully escape, my body had as quickly and abruptly lost its energy and strength.

My legs weakened as I stumbled forward. I carefully lowered myself onto a large rock to rest. I was only at the halfway point of my hike. I knew this was not good, and a sense of trepidation overcame me, paired with an urgency to get back home.

Yet as I stood and tried to move forward, my legs felt like Jell-O, and my feet turned inward, and they dragged and shuffled on the path. My eyes had trouble focusing, and with each step I took, I grappled to catch my breath. Then what felt like a lightning bolt struck me hard and seared through my body. I staggered forward in excruciating pain, gripping my chest, trying to brace myself by leaning against a tall boulder. Another strike—this time sending pain deep into my chest. I squinted in agony and felt all my muscles tighten into knots at once. Despite my efforts, my legs withered, and I hit the ground, my cheek to the dirt.

Electrical currents began to ricochet in my head like darts, dimming my sight and making my mind spin like the inside of a washing machine. Then I felt a searing current slither like a snake from the back of my skull down the entire length of my spine. I screamed as my spine locked into spasms and my back arched high, uncontrollably. It would not stop. The electrical assault continued to pound in my head and down my back, each time landing like an exploding bomb. I screamed from the pain. I rolled back and forth, tears wetting the forest path in what seemed to be a lifetime of agony. Another strike searing down my spine. Another scream, then another, echoing loudly throughout my desolate surroundings.

Suddenly, like with a flick of a light switch, the electrical attack abruptly stopped. And then, as if a wave had swept through me, relief flooded my body. All the muscles that had been painfully cramped went flaccid. I lay there stunned xvand motionless, my body feeling light and detached. I was so relieved—dear God—so relieved to be free of the excruciating pain. Yet as I tried to move, nothing responded: my hands, eyelids, arms, legs. Breathing as best as I could, I lay there paralyzed in my dark world, recovering from the impact of the assault.

Soon I felt my head clear, and I was able to open my eyes, but merely to a blur. I blinked several times trying to find focus. I finally sensed an ability to move: first my fingers, then my arms. My legs remained paralyzed and numb. I was weak and fatigued. I lay there in the dirt, trying to figure out what to do next.

My good dogs never left my side. Visibly upset, they gathered around me with the end of their yoked leash dragging untethered on the ground. Winston gently poked his nose to my face and then began to cover it in licks. Lacie soon joined in, both trying to stimulate me to get up. I feebly tried to fend them off while I lay there, still unable to move my lower body. Then I noticed a small tree to the side of the path that could be used to help me leverage my body to stand. As my arms shook uncontrollably, I pulled and hauled my body forward toward the tree while my legs and hips dragged behind in the dirt. The effort became too much. I collapsed.

Then it began again. The same excruciating jolts coursed through me. My forehead dug into the dirt. I screamed out into the wilderness, praying and crying for it to stop. Dirt became grit in my clenched teeth, as the unbearable painful attack continued to pummel inside my head and down my spine—relentlessly, for almost an hour.

Finally, I found myself again lying silent, wholly exhausted from the thrashing I had endured. Trapped by the paralysis but now free from the excruciating pain, I told myself to breathe—just breathe—keep breathing.

There I lay dazed, dirty, disheveled and all alone in the woods, where my eyelids could not open, and the world was dark. Yet somewhere in this darkness, breaking and echoing into its silence, arose a sweet melody from a solitary songbird. Soon joining came the rhythmic sound of a babbling brook from far away. And as I felt a warm gentle breeze brush across my cheek, I heard its music too, rustling through the leaves of the giant trees above me where I lay unable to move. They all seemed to whisper in my darkness, filling me with comfort and courage. Something told me to have faith.
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Part I A Reckless Culture of Biosafety
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Chapter 1 Warning Signs


October 2000



“Hi, I’m Becky.” I extended my hand with a smile to a slender young woman dressed in a white lab coat as I exited my lab, B313. Her short brunette curls twisted naturally around her face that wore no makeup. She looked tired as she slumped on the high swiveling chair outside the lab door in the department hallway, among the countless research freezers, refrigerators, lab supplies, and laboratory doors that lined the long corridor. Her elbow leaned heavily on a small white laminated tabletop that extended from the wall of the hallway. A can of Coca-Cola sat on the table beside her elbow.

“Hi,” she replied, straightening in the chair as she swept back a lock of hair that had fallen to her eye. She took my extended hand and smiled. “I’m Elaine. Welcome to the Genetic Technology department with all its glamour and fun. I heard you were starting work this week.”

“Yes, it’s my first day on the job, with all the fun that brings!” I said, excited to begin work in an embryonic stem cell technologies laboratory—but also feeling the natural undercurrent of angst that comes with starting a new position in a new research department.

It wasn’t my first rodeo. I was forty-two, a career molecular biologist who had been employed in a variety of top-notch biotechnology laboratories in the United States and abroad for more than seventeen years. Yet, there was always pressure in starting a new position. I had to adapt quickly to the new laboratory environment, culture, and coworkers as I tried to make a good impression, fit in, and do the work demanded of me.
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“I’ve been working here at the Pfizer Groton campus for the past five years in the vaccine research in Animal Health,” I told Elaine. “Interesting and varied work, but I am happy to be shifting back to human health here in this department.”

“I’m sure working in Daryl Pittle’s embryonic stem cell lab will keep you just as stimulated,” Elaine said cheerily.

“I’m sure it will!” I smiled, showing my excitement as I stood tall next to Elaine, who remained seated on the swivel chair in the hallway. Down the corridor, scientists moved busily in the hallway and in and out of the labs.

“Hey, you work in the transgenic mouse group, right?” I asked.

“Yep. Our lab is right across from yours.” Elaine pointed to the heavy steel door.

“I worked a bit on transgenic mouse technologies in the past at Baylor at the Howard Hughes Medical Institute in Houston. I’m sure the technologies developed now are much more sophisticated. I’d love to meet you for lunch and hear about your research work,” I said with genuine interest. “Unfortunately, I must run to a meeting very soon. I only have time for a quick bite today,” I said, standing there with a notebook tucked under my arm and an insulated lunch bag in my left hand. “Could you please direct me to the departmental break room?”

“The what?”

“The departmental break room where we can eat and drink and take lunch breaks,” I replied.

“You’re looking at it,” Elaine said, leaning on the two-foot-wide shelf-like table that extended from the wall. She gestured with her head. “The hallway is our official departmental break area. We use any of these tabletop counters along the hall to take breaks and eat lunch.”

Looking down the fluorescently lit gray corridor, I saw several shelf-style tabletop break tables extending from the wall on each side of the hallway where Elaine had indicated. Each tabletop was situated directly next to a laboratory door and had a rolling lab chair tucked underneath. Above the break tables were rows of shelves, cluttered with laboratory supplies. Beside the break tables stood refrigerators or freezers, harboring biological and experimental materials. The hallway where we stood bustled with other scientists, carrying test tubes, petri dishes, chemical bottles, X-ray cassettes, and gels.
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“You don’t have a separate enclosed break room with a door to separate you from the work here?” I asked incredulously.

“No, I am afraid this is it.”

I was taken aback. A departmental break room, isolated by a door from the working area, was standard practice in the research industry and had been for decades. Everyone knew that laboratory workers should not be eating and drinking where poison lay. I had never seen anything so unsafe in my entire career. It was inconceivable—especially at Pfizer, a giant among pharmaceutical companies, and especially at a place like our department, where advanced molecular biology and embryonic stem cell technologies were being developed to alter cellular processes in mice and human cells.

“This doesn’t feel too safe,” I said, shocked, as I continued to look around.

“No kidding,” Elaine said. “Just a few weeks ago, I discovered a microcentrifuge tube at the bottom of my Coke after I had finished it. I had left my drink on the break table.”

“What? A microcentrifuge tube in your drink?” I said looking at Elaine with my eyes wide open in surprise. Elaine was talking about a snap-top polypropylene microcentrifuge test tube, the size of a small paperclip and the shape of a bullet. The tube is commonly and frequently used to store biological samples for testing in the lab.

“I was a bit worried and quite upset about the incident,” Elaine said. “Fortunately, I never became ill.” She then pointed to the packed shelves overflowing with lab supplies above the break table where we stood. “I think the tube must have fallen from the shelf and into my drink.”

I looked at the crowded shelves. Yes, there was a small possibility that the tiny tube could have fallen from the shelf directly into her drink. Yet I also knew that thousands of those same tubes, containing microorganisms and other biological samples, were stored in the refrigerators and freezers adjacent to where Elaine ate. Those contaminated tubes were a lot more dangerous than the empty ones on the shelf.

Elaine continued, “I complained to management about it, but nothing was done. That’s how it is here.” Then she lowered her voice. “I don’t think I am too popular in this department right now. I’m looking to transfer out.”

Those few moments with Elaine were the first clue that something was not right at Pfizer, one of the most prominent pharma labs in the world.
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“That’s a shame, now that we’ve just met,” I said, trying to deflect the uncomfortable and unexpected seriousness of her comments. “Let’s make sure to have lunch soon. I would be interested to hear about what’s going on as well as about your research projects.”

“Sounds good, Becky.” Elaine opened her lab door across the hallway from my lab in B313. “See you soon. And good luck with your new position here,” she said sweetly before disappearing behind the heavy lab door.

My brow furrowed as I sat down with my lunch at the break table in the hallway where Elaine had just left. I watched my new colleagues in white lab coats carry test tubes and experiments. I saw them stop next to other break stations in the hallway, open refrigerators and freezers, fumble through boxes and racks of live biological samples until they found or replaced a particular sample. Next to me stood a large biological freezer. I knew it contained genetically modified embryonic stem cells, radioactive blots, frozen viral and bacterial cultures, and clones of genetically engineered products. I looked down at my lunch. “This is crazy,” I said under my breath.

[image: ]


My left hand gripped the steering wheel as I drove my Subaru Outback south on the I-95 freeway toward the Groton Pfizer Research and Development Labs. As I did every day, I traveled with my coffee mug clutched in my other hand, a much-needed remedy to my body’s fog of waking so early to begin work on this cold morning in January 2001.

A couple of months had already passed as I assimilated into the department, employed as a molecular biologist and research scientist in Daryl Pittle’s embryonic stem cell laboratory. Elaine, who had found a microcentrifuge in her drink at work, had since left the department. Yet, I and other staff members still often found lab materials on our break tables, where we ate and drank. I could not understand why Pfizer management did nothing about it. I loved my new job, but the safety issues in the department boggled my mind.

I exited the freeway and entered the town of Groton, abutting the Thames River, where Pfizer’s campus was situated. The neighborhood surrounding the facility was a mix of middle-class houses and apartments. A mile or so past Pfizer, quaint New England cottages, a golf course, and then older and statelier 7homes and mansions filled the last of the land where the Thames River emptied into Long Island Sound.

I pulled up to the Pfizer guard at the gate whose job it was to let in any of the six thousand employees who worked at the Pfizer Groton site each day. After I showed my security badge, prompting the guard to open the gate, I drove past the new research building, B220, that rose high above any other buildings on the campus. Tall glass windows covered the entire façade of the building, making it difficult for anyone driving past Pfizer not to marvel at its magnificence.

I made a right turn into the five-story parking garage. After using my security card to enter the building, I walked quickly, passing a variety of stores and vendor booths inside the building that accommodated many of Pfizer’s employees’ desires for gifts, drugstore medicines, shoes, eyeglasses, clothing, jewelry, dry cleaning, and even a massage. We had our own little shopping mall. The Groton-Pfizer campus was a sophisticated place.

Walking farther, I came to the grand rotunda in B220. The rotunda was a large commons area that gave the impression of a swanky five-star hotel lobby with solid glass walls, five stories tall, allowing everyone to view scientists working in the labs above. It was a magnificent site, complete with a Starbucks coffee shop and elegant couches and lounge chairs placed strategically for relaxation or group get-togethers. The rotunda was where congressmen and other important business visitors would be welcomed to see Pfizer’s new state-of-the-art research facility. It would be difficult for anyone not to be impressed.

I continued to walk down the escalator in B220, to a foyer that was the entrance to a very large cafeteria that accommodated campus employees and served every gourmet style of food one could desire. I exited B220 and still had about another seven-minute walk, across the street and through another research wing, before I would be in B118 and then up three floors to my research department.

My department stood at the far end of the campus in what appeared to be the catacombs of Pfizer. Unlike Building 220 with its grand rotunda and sterling state-of-the-art lab space, building 118 was old. It had housed chemistry labs in the 1950s, but now was home to a variety of biologists undertaking research into genetic engineering and molecular and cell biology.

When I finally arrived on the third floor, I walked down our department’s long, narrow hallway, packed with all sorts of equipment, refrigerators, freezers, 8and extra supplies used for genetic technology research. The hallway, also serving as our break area, gave entry to seven working laboratories. It soon would be filled with scientists in lab coats moving biological experimental materials back and forth from lab to lab.

Coming to my lab door B313, I noticed the international biohazard symbol with the words Caution Biohazard plastered on its front. I opened the door.

Two prominent ten-foot black-topped chemistry benches, spanning in length from left to right, jutted about three quarters of the way into the room. A two-tiered shelving unit, lined with bottles of solutions and experimental supplies, spanned over the entire length of each black-topped bench, separating it into two experimental workstations where scientists could work across from one another. To the left of each workstation, against the wall, was an individual desk and computer where bench scientists performed administrative work, directly next to their experimental workstation.

On the scientists’ workbenches were a multitude of bottles of solutions, a rack of hand-held Pipetman stands holding small red biohazard bags, a variety of test tubes, test-tube racks of all shapes and sizes, heating blocks, and a microcentrifuge. Notebooks and papers were scattered on some of the workbench spaces.

To the immediate left in the lab was a flow cytometer, a large fluorescence-activated cell sorting (FACS) instrument used to analyze cells. In the far back left corner was the office of my new boss Daryl Pittle, with a large window on the back wall and a sliding glass door in front that closed it off to the lab. In the far-right corner stood a large biocontainment laminar-flow hood, used for safety and sterility to contain and manipulate genetically engineered bioagents and cell cultures.

The perimeter of the lab room was crammed with all the equipment expected in a fully functioning biolab: gel electrophoresis equipment, flask-shaking and tissue culture incubators, large centrifuges, an emergency shower and eyewash station, a chemical fume hood, a refrigerator and freezer, and a radioisotope Plexiglas labeling station and Geiger counter.

Having worked as a molecular biologist for more than seventeen years now, I felt right at home in this environment. I walked into the lab and sat down at my computer, eager to begin my workday.
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That day, as I exited my lab B313 to eat lunch, I once again found an open experimental container on our break table in the hallway where I was to eat. Floating in the container was a deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA) agarose gel, soaking in a bath of ethidium bromide (EtBr). Although EtBr is commonly used as a DNA florescent stain within biotech laboratory settings, it is a dangerous carcinogen. Lab workers are supposed to use gloved hands whenever working with it to avoid exposure, because EtBr can easily be absorbed through the skin, enter into one’s cells, and embed into the DNA to cause cancer. This hazardous chemical should never be used in an area where one eats and drinks.

This was not the first time I and other staff had found experimental materials on our break table in the short time I had worked there. I wondered what dangerous biological samples from the hallway freezers and refrigerators had been also placed on our break table that we had not discovered. The thought made me uneasy, and the situation was frustrating. Our break area was not safe, and it went against all national and international biosafety protocols, principles, and practices. Even to a layperson, it was obvious that carcinogens, harmful chemicals, and lab biologicals should be kept nowhere near a commonly used eating area. I just could not wrap my head around why Pfizer management was not taking any corrective action.

It so happened at the very moment I was standing in the hallway, looking at the open container of EtBr sitting unattended on our break table, Carl Whitman walked past me. Whitman was my boss’s boss. He was the department manager of Genetic Technology, which consisted of about twenty scientists and six biotech laboratories, all working on embryonic stem cell technologies.

I stopped Whitman and showed him what I had found.

“Carl, this is quite concerning.” I said. “You know as well as I do that ethidium bromide is a carcinogen. We need to remedy this continual problem of mixing our break area with lab work. It’s not safe.”

Whitman, a tall, handsome man with dark hair and touches of distinguished gray, paused, and then looked at me intently. Like a locomotive gradually pulling away on its tracks, his mouth slowly widened into a full smile. He laughed. “Now Becky,” he said. “I worked with ethidium bromide for years as a graduate student. I used my bare hands to pick up the gels stained in ethidium bromide, and I don’t have cancer yet!” He chuckled, still looking at me.

I stood there, stunned at his response. If Whitman did not have cancer yet, I was sure, God forbid, there was a high probability he would someday.
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He turned and walked away.

I remained there alone, looking down at our break table and the open container of EtBr. I was troubled, not only by Whitman’s patronizing comment to me, but because dangerous chemicals were not our only safety concern; it was also the type of biological work we conducted in the department that demanded adherence to safety practices—for everyone’s protection.

Our department developed state-of-the-art mouse embryonic stem cell biotechnologies, which are, in simple terms, genomic technologies designed in the lab to alter the DNA of a live organism or a cell. That is, our research labs developed biotechnologies that could change the constitution of an organism’s DNA—its genetic code—its genome. This work can be dangerous, not only to a lab mouse, but also to humans if biosafety principles are not upheld. Under certain conditions, these invisible biotechnologies could even cause a public health threat if they were somehow released into the outside world.

This is why biotechnology work, by its very nature, demands strict safety precautions. And this is why I could not understand why our Pfizer management showed such disdain toward basic laboratory safety principles. It was alarming. Whitman’s condescending response and his lack of concern for our safety both troubled and baffled me. I wasn’t the only one. Most of my coworkers felt the same, like Elaine, whom I had met on my first day in the lab. I felt helpless in deciding what to do about the unsafe department where I worked.
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Chapter 2 Safety in a New Era of Genomics


2001



“It’s a new era of genomics! What an exciting time to arrive here in Groton as your new director of the Genomics and Proteomic Sciences Department!” Lyle Jowlman exclaimed enthusiastically, standing at the front of a large conference room.

I sat in the room with sixty other biotech researchers from GPS, the Genomics and Proteomic Sciences Department, of which our Genetic Technology group was a part and where I had been working for the last four months. We had gathered to listen to Jowlman, our new director. He was giving his first presentation since he had transferred from Pfizer UK to take command of our department in Groton, Connecticut.

Tall, slender, and middle-aged, Jowlman was the executive type: authoritative, elegant, well dressed. Everyone liked his distinguished British accent.

“As you all should be aware,” Jowlman continued, “this month an accomplishment of historic significance has occurred: The entire DNA code of the human genome has been sequenced and published through a scientific collaborative effort of the Human Genome Project. We are now in a new advanced era of genomics!”

Jowlman’s enthusiasm came from the recent February 2001 publications in Science and Nature. These scientific papers described the achievement of sequencing and decoding the entire human genome and its genes. Most impressively, scientists had sequenced and decoded over three billion DNA base pairs within the human genome—that is, there are three billion code points of genetic information in each of us. That’s a lot of information! No wonder it took scientists 12decades to complete this important and historic scientific accomplishment. And what an accomplishment it is! For the first time in history, from the arduous task of sequencing and decoding billions of base pairs of DNA in their exact order within the human genome, the genetic identity of the human species had been determined. By this grand accomplishment, scientists now had the foundation to read, reference, compare, and study the human genome, as well as individual genomes.

Our human genome contains the genetic material that codes for our genetic identity both as individuals and as human beings. It is comprised of DNA from twenty-three pairs of human chromosomes, which has been equally derived from both mother and father and found in the nucleus of the cell. But that’s not all. Our human genome is also comprised of DNA found outside the nucleus of the cell, called mitochondrial DNA, which is derived entirely from the mother’s egg.

Except for identical twins, each of us is encoded with DNA that is distinctively unique from any other individual born on earth. That is, our DNA is our unique genetic fingerprint. It spells out our individual genetic identity. It tells our genetic story. As molecular biologists, we have the expertise and tools to read that story through DNA analysis.

We also have tools in the lab to change the DNA of genomes. We use a variety of recombinant DNA technologies to do that. “Recombinant DNA” is scientific lingo for “genetic engineering.”

At Pfizer, we were doing this type of biotechnology work as a foundation to discover new drugs for human health. Research in our department involved cutting-edge recombinant DNA platforms such as mouse embryonic stem cell technologies, transgenic mouse models, disease-state models, genetically engineered expression systems, and proteomics and other genomic technologies involving human and animal clinical trials. Molecular biologists like me, using genetic engineering tools, can design or “recombine” DNA in any way we choose. That is, we can delete, add, rearrange, or make copies of any DNA, or even combine different species of DNA within a genome.

One of the known risks of this type of research work, however, is that biotech workers often use genetically engineered viruses, microorganisms, and live biologicals as tools in this research to assist in making changes to DNA. These genetically engineered agents can infect or enter into cells, cause permanent alterations to the genome, or even cause cellular disease or death. Consequently, it is 13not difficult to understand that biolab work can pose safety threats to employees, the public, and the environment if not safely performed.

Pfizer Groton, where I worked, operated as a Biosafety Level 2 (BL2) facility. A BL2 designation means the pathogens and infectious organisms used and contained there are considered to pose a “moderate” health hazard risk to humans. As such, work in a BL2 laboratory requires specialized biocontainment practices with the use of a Class II A2 biological safety cabinet, designed to contain the pathogen, protect the lab worker, and protect the environment from harmful exposure. Personal protection equipment (PPE) and disinfection protocols, along with training and knowledge of biosafety procedures and principles, are also necessary to work safely in a BL2 laboratory.

As an experienced and well-trained molecular biologist with a public health background, I understood the serious public health and safety ramifications that could result from this type of biotech lab work. I had a growing concern about the biosafety culture I had witnessed at Pfizer, especially in a department where we used novel biotechnologies to alter genomic DNA. I wondered how Jowlman, our new leader, would address these crucial safety issues in the days ahead.

“With access to the completed human genome DNA database,” Jowlman said, continuing his address to our department, “an exciting new era of personalized medicine will begin here in our department at Pfizer. We will now have better capability to analyze DNA similarities and differences between individuals. This allows our department to advance into personalized medicine to tailor drug therapies specific to an individual’s genetic makeup.”

This was true. Personalized medicine had enormous potential. Yet collecting individuals’ DNA, required for personalized medicine studies, was a double-edged sword. Scientists could print a report from analysis of any individual’s DNA that could, for better or worse, predict that person’s fitness, health problems, intelligence, and other human traits. This unprecedented access to individual’s DNA profile could lead to genetic discrimination, healthcare discrimination, or even eugenics, a philosophy of controlling genetics and heredity for the purpose of improving the human race. It could open a Pandora’s box.

Historically, American eugenics policies, which were cultivated within a social movement in the early twentieth century, resulted in horrific outcomes. They included forced sterilization and other human rights violations that were legally forced upon tens of thousands of African Americans, peoples with 14disabilities, the poor, and other minorities in illegitimate and discriminatory attempts to “improve” our human species. After decades of human rights violations, the American eugenics movement finally fell out of popularity in the 1940s. The fallout occurred only after witnessing Hitler’s implementation of eugenic doctrines into Germany’s legal system, modeled after the American eugenics program, as justification for the Nazi’s mistreatment, murder, and genocide of Jews, disabled people, and other minority groups.

Yet now, as biotechnology continues to advance with the ease to analyze an individual’s DNA, we are faced with the very real prospect of a more modern and dangerous eugenic ideology through DNA profiling of individuals or even through the possibility of producing genetically engineered humans. No doubt the achievement of the human genome project will provide new paths for advances in medicine and biotechnology and will significantly aid our work at Pfizer, but it also comes with new risks for the future that could be manufactured into a new threatening eugenics movement.

“We are in a new era of advanced genomics and pharmaceutical research!” Jowlman cheered, ending his speech on a high note, declaring that this historic juncture was a thrilling occasion to begin his time with us as our new department head.

Jowlman’s enthusiasm was contagious. With well over thirty years of planning and more than a decade of challenging technical work, at a cost of $3 billion of taxpayer money, the Human Genome Project had finally met with success: Our human species had been genetically fingerprinted. It was a moment to celebrate.

Before he let us go, Jowlman shared a few announcements. “I know I have met with most everyone individually here in the department already. I want to make it clear that the ‘open door’ policy at Pfizer provides you with an avenue to talk to me about anything at any time. I welcome you to come to my office on any occasion to chat.”

I knew about the open-door policy at Pfizer, which stated that every manager had an open door to everyone, no matter where you were pegged on the totem pole of hierarchy. I had used it when I had spoken to Jowlman recently about the need that I perceived to make our department safer. He appeared to welcome my concerns at the time.

Jowlman’s next announcement was about a video project that he was planning with Susan Simon, a staff member in our department. Jowlman said he could 15not provide many details just then, but nevertheless, he urged us to give Susan our full cooperation on the project when she met with us.

Jowlman thanked us for the great welcome he had received at Groton, adding he was impressed with our staff’s potential and excited about the work we were about to accomplish. He said he looked forward to a productive year. “Let’s do it!” he said.

We were already “doing it” as far as I could estimate. Our department was involved in state-of-the-art advanced recombinant DNA research. We worked with human blood-borne pathogens, dangerous chemicals, radiation-emitting isotopes, genetically engineered viruses, and genomic technologies that could transform the genetic constitution of cells and animals.

It surely was an exciting time to work in science. But with the use of advanced biotechnologies, our work was also becoming more dangerous. I was eager to see how effective Jowlman would be in correcting the serious safety problems that I believed faced his new department.

It wasn’t long before Susan Simon came into B313, our embryonic stem cell lab, to discuss the video project that Jowlman had mentioned. Daryl Pittle and his tissue culture specialist, working in Pittle’s adjacent lab, and I gathered around Susan. We were eager to know what this special video project was all about.

Susan announced that she wanted video footage regarding safety in the lab. To our surprise, she asked us to act out breaking safety rules. That is, she needed a video shot of all of us without safety glasses, gloves, or lab coats. She also suggested eating and drinking food while inside the lab. She urged us to ham it up as she took the video camera from its case.

A sense of unease struck me. “What type of video project is this? What is its purpose?” I asked uncomfortably.

Susan explained that she couldn’t divulge much, saying only, “It’s for our department. It’s a work in progress.”

Susan’s response was odd, making all of us look at one another with questioning frowns.

“Why can’t you tell us what it’s for?” the three of us asked almost in unison.

Susan insisted she couldn’t provide us all the details just then. She asked us to “chill out and have some fun.” Directing us to stand by the lab bench, she gave us some props and asked us to bring our lunch bags and any drink containers we had.
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“Susan,” I said, taking a slight step backward and feeling an apprehension as if she were asking us to jump off a cliff, “I’m sorry, I really don’t feel comfortable doing this. You’re going to have to get someone else.”

Daryl Pittle, my boss, a tall middle-aged man in baggy dress trousers, ran his hand through his short brown hair, and quickly pushed back eyeglasses onto his wide face. “I can’t do this either,” he said as he crossed his arms.

The three of us refused to take part. We couldn’t understand why we were supposed to act out improper lab safety protocol. We wanted to know the intent of her project.

Susan explained that Jowlman knew what was going on and that he had asked for our full cooperation.

Yes, we had heard Jowlman say that.

“Are you and Lyle working on a safety video?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Pittle interjected, laughing. “You’re casting us as the goons who don’t follow the safety procedures, right? Is this going to be the part of a safety video that shows what not to do?” he asked. I knew what Pittle was talking about. Over the years, I had seen safety videos, showing first a scene that was unsafe, and then a scene depicting proper safety.

Susan smiled, telling us it was something like that. She told us she did not know how it all would turn out right now. “We’ll take the shots and see what works and what doesn’t. Don’t sweat it. The video is for our department’s use only,” she told us.

Eventually, we agreed to be a part of the project. I had hoped our role would help raise awareness about lab safety, as Susan had indicated. We hammed it up quite a bit while on camera and laughed at the absurdity of it all.

At our Christmas party in 2001, we were surprised to hear that the video project would be released. My brow crinkled upon hearing this. It was not the venue I had expected. Then, only for an instant, a bad feeling struck and registered throughout my body—telling me that something was not right. Then that thought and feeling quickly dissolved and were lost among the festive mood of the party.

The Christmas party, held in a grand ballroom at one of New England’s finest hotels, was decorated with holiday lights and bling. Our entire department, managers, staff scientists, and spouses and friends—around a hundred and twenty of us—were decked out in our finest attire and were seated at round tables covered with white tablecloths, adorned with crystal and festive holiday centerpieces. A 17band had been hired to play music for dancing. Everyone mingled. There was an open bar. Fine food and hors d’oeuvres were displayed on multiple long buffet tables served by hotel staff dressed in black and white. It was an elegant party, full of fine preparations and holiday spirit.

I had brought my fiancé, Mark McClain, to the party, who came dressed in a green tweed tailored suit and tie. I was adorned in a long slim-fitting formal gown with my shoulder-length brunette hair finely styled for the occasion. I was struck how handsome Mark looked with his conservative crew-cut blond hair and his slim, tall, and broad-shouldered swimmer’s athletic figure, which to me looked especially dashing in his Public Health Service military uniform he wore to work each day. We were an attractive couple and everyone who saw us together obviously knew we were in love.

I had met Mark more than a year earlier and it didn’t take too long for us to become engaged. We were perfectly matched in many ways. He was an intelligent and professional man who was gregarious and friendly with anyone, made me laugh, loved to travel, shared a common faith, and loved all types of athletics. I, too, was fit and healthy, a former collegiate power volleyball player, and an athlete all my life, Mark and I enjoyed with great enthusiasm numerous outdoor activities, sports, and adventures together and with friends. Mark was totally smitten by me. And I enjoyed his affections, as well as his zest for life. We planned to be married in six months.

So that evening we fully enjoyed ourselves, laughing, dancing at the Pfizer Christmas party with each other and with other coworkers whom I had befriended in the lab. Soon we were requested to all sit down, preparing to listen to the typical holiday speeches from high-ranking Pfizer managers, and then to view the long-awaited video production, before being served a multiple-course meal.

Lyle Jowlman had invited his boss, Pfizer Vice President Harry Pincher, and his boss’s boss, Milton Skiver, a senior vice president who stood at the top level of management as part of the Pfizer Groton Leadership Committee. They all sat alone together at a dinner table and chatted, perhaps planning their speeches, which ended up being unremarkable. What was remarkable was the video that followed. When the screening began, I very soon realized it was not what I had expected.

In an attempt to be funny and entertaining, the video showed a satire about the corporate culture at Pfizer. Using dozens of members from our department’s 18staff as actors, the video showed backstabbing and competitive interactions between scientists, turf wars, and wasteful spending in science. Lastly, it made a mockery of lab safety with our embryonic stem cell lab at center stage. What we thought would be a lab safety advocacy video was anything but.

The three of us from Pittle’s lab who had been asked to participate in the filming of the video, sitting at the same table together with our partners and spouses, looked at one another with astonishment. I felt like I had been punched in the gut. My boss and coworker looked like they’d been struck by lightning. My fiancé, Mark, who knew about my safety concerns at work, gave me a bewildered look. The video was so inappropriate that everyone at our table appeared uncomfortable.

I was mortified. To me, safety issues in our department were not a laughing matter. I had already voiced several serious safety complaints to management. Yet now this Pfizer video production had made a joke of me and a joke of lab safety.

I looked across the room at the three high-ranking Pfizer managers sitting at their table talking and laughing together after watching the video. I felt a pit in my stomach. Management’s responses toward my safety concerns were beginning to make me doubt myself. They were making me feel uneasy about raising safety issues. Clearly, it appeared that the company didn’t care for those who didn’t keep their mouths shut.
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Chapter 3 Safety Explodes




Soon after the video fiasco at the Christmas party, management announced a new Pfizer safety policy, including the formation of safety committees in each department. To my surprise, Lyle Jowlman appointed me to be a member of the Genomics Proteomics Sciences (GPS) safety committee. I was pleased and relieved that management had finally provided us with what I thought would be a forum to raise, discuss, and correct safety concerns in our department.

Our safety situation had become more disconcerting each passing day. The lab across the hall from mine, which was only five feet from the area where we took breaks, had been found to be contaminated with radioactivity four times in the previous two months after routine surveillance testing had been performed. Someone had not been properly trained to handle radio-labeled isotopes when performing an experiment. And that concerned us. Unknowingly, that person might have departed from the lab with contaminated hands and touched a counter or food container unattended on our break table in the working hallway. These types of lab safety issues made me feel more uncomfortable each day. And I wasn’t the only one who thought so. It had been so disconcerting for some scientists that, instead of eating in the working hallway, some chose to eat inside the lab in their open office space. They told me that they felt it was the safer option—that is, they could more safely control the food at their desk, compared to a working hallway.

Consequently, and not surprisingly, soon after the announcement naming me as a safety committee member, several coworkers approached me with their safety issues. I had every intention to begin collaborating with the members of our newly formed safety committee to address their safety concerns. And I did—but not without problems.
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In January 2002, we met for the first time as a departmental GPS safety committee. Its membership consisted of three laboratory managers and only two staff scientists from GPS, one of the latter being me. We all sat together around a conference room table, comfortable and at ease. I was happy that we had finally convened. I had high hopes that positive changes would come from the committee and that we could remedy safety problems in our department that for months now had been ignored.

Janet Tarter, an attractive woman with a slim face, pretty smile, and brown hair that hung to her shoulders, sat at the head of the conference table. She was a lab manager who managed a clinical research laboratory in our department and who had been appointed the safety committee’s chair by Pfizer’s upper management. Tarter opened the meeting with the announcement that our role as a safety committee member was to perform preannounced lab inspections every quarter within laboratories of the Early Medicinal Science (EMS) division.

Pfizer vice-president Harry Pincher, who was Lyle Jowlman’s boss, managed EMS. Our GPS department, consisting of sixty biotech workers, was only one of several departments under EMS. Now Janet Tarter had just informed us that we were called to inspect every three months all EMS laboratories where more than three hundred scientists worked.

Tarter handed each of us a document entitled Pfizer Laboratory Inspection Sheet. “This form will generate documentation of your safety inspection,” she told us, holding the paper high in her hand. “Lab managers will be pre-notified of the time and date of the inspection and will meet you in their labs. You simply check the boxes on the Laboratory Inspection Sheet to confirm that a specific lab safety standard is or is not met during the inspection,” Janet said, pointing to the boxes on the form. “Sign and date the form and then return the form to me. Any questions?”

I looked closely at the Laboratory Inspection Sheet. Every box we were asked to check dealt only with general lab safety, such as housekeeping, warning signs, personal protective equipment, chemical storage, and waste disposal. Nowhere was there a box to check for the committee to call attention to an unsafe break area or an unprotected office area. Nor did the Pfizer Laboratory Inspection Sheet address issues with biocontainment of dangerous biologics that employees were concerned about. Instead, checking the boxes on this sheet would make it appear that Pfizer was safe and in compliance with safety standards; yet at the same time, 21our biosafety complaints still would not be addressed. I felt an uncomfortable twinge, telling me that something was not right. I had to speak out.

“I think it’s a good idea management has instituted these preannounced lab safety inspections, and I’m happy to do my part,” I said with a positive and respectful tone to the group. “But these safety inspection forms do not address all the safety concerns present in the department. I’ve had several members of our department approach me with specific safety issues. I promised them I would address their concerns here at our initial safety committee meeting.”

I continued to inform them about each specific complaint brought to my attention by staff: numerous grievances of contaminants found on our break tables, work with dangerous blood-borne pathogens around unprotected office areas, and serious concerns from lab workers who were required to use their mouths to suction and transfer virus-transduced embryonic stem cells into petri dishes via tube lines.

I told them that staff members were worried about exposures and to the potential consequences of lab-acquired virus infections. “Could something be done?” each person had asked me as their safety committee member.

As I finished describing the list of safety problems in our department that had been brought to my attention, no one on the safety committee seemed surprised. In one way or another, all of us on the committee had already experienced and had knowledge of the safety problems that plagued our department.

“I thought we could discuss each of these safety issues, do some brainstorming, and make recommendations on how to fix them or at least implement safer conditions,” I said. “Perhaps any unsolved safety problems could then be documented and forwarded to management as a formal approach,” I suggested.

Immediately, the managers sitting around the table stiffened. They looked at their paper. One tapped her pen on the table but did not look at me. Silence.

Finally, Janet Tarter spoke. She requested that I write a draft letter to management, outlining the safety issues, and submit it to the safety committee for review. She was serious. I was taken aback. That was not the response I expected.

“Janet, I don’t think that is the way to do it,” I said, feeling uncomfortable. “Shouldn’t we first evaluate and discuss each safety concern within this committee and then try to fix it before documenting it in a letter to upper management? This should be a group effort, not an individual effort with a letter only from me.”
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Nevertheless, after several minutes of debate, I conceded to the group’s decision. I was to write a draft letter only for the review of the safety committee. We agreed that my draft letter would not be sent to upper management. Instead, we would decide what to do after we discussed and edited the letter as a group.

So, a few days later, I wrote a draft letter outlining our department’s safety problems. I knew the letter was far from perfect, and I meant it to be. I wanted constructive input from other members of the safety committee. I sent the draft letter via email to the four other committee members for feedback. That was on January 15, 2002.

Within four hours of sending the “draft” letter to the safety committee, I was in for a surprise. I received an email reply from Tarter while at my lab desk: Becky, Lyle indicated that he wanted Daryl to check on the cost of renovations before we discussed this with the group formally and suggested that we should wait. So, I think we should wait to send out an e-mail but continue to informally have people from the labs visit the renovated space.

It was a bizarre response, I thought. Why shouldn’t we discuss safety concerns with our safety committee formally? What did any of that have to do with renovation costs? And what renovated space was Tarter talking about? We had no renovated space in our department. What was going on here? A sinking feeling hit deep in my gut.

More alarming was the fact that I had not sent my email to Lyle Jowlman. Someone had covertly sent the letter to Jowlman–something we had agreed not to do.

Soon after I received her email, Janet Tarter stopped me in the hallway. She confirmed that Lyle Jowlman wanted all formal discussions and documentation of safety issues to cease. Instead, she told me that Jowlman had mandated that Daryl Pittle, my supervisor, oversee the safety issues I had documented in my letter to the safety committee. She reiterated that Jowlman first wanted a cost analysis of the renovations needed to make the department safer and clarified that the GPS safety committee’s mandate and my role was to focus only on performing the preannounced lab inspections and nothing else. “Just focus on the inspections, Becky,” she told me as I looked at her in stunned silence.

It was only thirty minutes later when Daryl Pittle, my supervisor burst into lab B313, in a flurry of concern. I was sitting at my desk in the lab as he approached me. “Becky, I had nothing to do with this email from Tarter, which 23basically tells you to shut up!” he whispered with intensity. Pittle told me that Jowlman had just approached him, telling him he was supposed to take over the safety issues I had documented. He told me that Jowlman wanted this conducted under a “building committee” instead of a safety committee.

“This is a suicide mission!” Pittle said, his round face full of concern. He added that he was already against the wall with his performance evaluation and that becoming involved with safety issues would only go badly for him. “I don’t want to get involved with this!” he exclaimed. “And just to be clear with you, I am not going to! I’m sorry, but I had nothing to do with silencing the safety committee, and I will not get involved by calling a meeting!” he said, flustered.

I was in disbelief about all the trouble my letter had caused. Most safety problems in our department could be easily solved. One small room in our department with a door that would serve as a break room was all that was needed initially. How much of an impact would that cost have on a company making $50 million a day? What was the big deal?

“You had better be careful,” Pittle said. “There are consequences to this safety stuff.”

It did not take long for the word to spread among the other safety committee members about what happened. Fear and disenchantment ensued. The other staff scientist appointed to the safety committee approached me privately that same day while I was alone in the lab. “Becky, I am so sorry,” he said, looking remorseful, “but I just want to let you know that I will have nothing more to do with these safety concerns raised in the committee. I have a wife and child to support. I just can’t risk it. If we go to OSHA [the Occupational Safety and Health Administration], Becky, we will be fired. I just can’t afford it.” He disengaged from any further safety advocacy from then on.

Tom Allen, a member of the safety committee and a lab manager, visited me half an hour later. He told me he was disgusted with the entire process. “What a joke this safety committee is!” he confided to me as he rolled his eyes. “You know that the role of the safety committee is to ‘check the boxes’ and do no more than that,” he said. “You know that, Becky, right? Just check the boxes. That is all they want. Just check the boxes.”

After that, the safety committee as a group never convened again. Yet its members continued to pick up the safety inspection sheets every quarter when the preannounced safety inspections were due. We walked around each lab making 24sure that the sign that said, “Safety glasses must be worn” and other laboratory warning signs had not fallen off the lab doors. We checked the boxes that all was safe and sound.

All of us now knew these “safety inspections” were Pfizer’s way to create a bogus record to make the company appear to be a safe place to work, when it was not. Our role on the safety committee had been neutered as per Pfizer’s mandate. It had nothing to do with addressing genuine safety issues in our department. I was disheartened. I just could not believe that Pfizer was purposely ignoring serious safety issues that could cause harm and havoc.

I felt torn. As a professional, where does one draw the line on owning responsibility for safety, especially within a field of biology that can cause real harm, not only to workers, but to the public? I was incensed at Pfizer’s position. It was unethical. It was manipulative. It was dangerous. Yet, I now understood that the staff on the safety committee were afraid to lose their jobs if we continued to raise further safety complaints.
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Back when I first had been named to the GPS Safety Committee, Emma Thomas, a staff scientist in my department, approached me to discuss her safety issues. As I entered her lab, I saw Thomas’s open office space, where she performed administrative work without a barrier or protection from her lab bench work area. Directly next to her office desk stood a cart where hundreds of vials of blood samples were positioned in racks, waiting to be processed. Centrifuges and other equipment used to spin and separate the blood samples had been placed on a bench next to her open office. Catty-corner to her office space stood a laminar-flow biocontainment hood where blood samples were further processed.

For safety, biotech workers use a laminar-flow hood to biocontain biological materials that either must maintain sterility or are hazardous, such as genetically engineered viruses, pathogens, bacteria, cells, tissues, or blood. Thomas and her colleagues used the hood in her lab to process dangerous human and animal blood samples from experimental clinical studies.

“Becky, we work with human and monkey blood samples from clinical trials,” she told me. “We have discovered that some of the blood samples we have processed tested positive with pathogens like HIV, hepatitis virus, simian 25herpes-B virus, and simian shigella. These are extremely dangerous blood-borne infectious agents, especially the monkey herpes viruses, which are fatal in humans. These blood samples should be immediately isolated inside a hood and not next to my office space where I am not afforded protection,” Thomas told me, showing obvious concern.

Because of the location of her office, Emma Thomas had been placed at a dangerous and unnecessary risk of exposure to blood-borne pathogens, an exposure that could lead to serious illness or death.

Thomas went on to tell me that staff scientists did not even have enough space to safely unpack the blood samples in her crowded lab. She pointed to multiple racks of blood samples on the bench next to her office desk and stacked high on carts in the aisle of the room. She told me that she needed lab space that could accommodate at least one other hood so that hazardous blood samples could be biocontained immediately, and where a centrifuge could be used inside the hood to avoid aerosol exposure to lab workers.

“These dangerous samples should not be centrifuged on the bench right next to my office space,” she told me, as her face contorted into a serious frown. Thomas’s short bobbed blond hair surrounding her narrow face, along with her tiny thin frame, gave her an emaciated look. And I wondered if she worried that she had already been made ill by her dangerous working conditions.

Thomas went on to say she and others were also concerned about the current location of the hood in the lab, which sat directly next to the lab door. “People entering or exiting through the lab door could disrupt the air pressure and airflow to the hood, which might cause the hood to malfunction and expose us,” she said.

Her biocontainment safety complaints were legitimate and serious. I had told her five months earlier that I would prioritize her safety concerns and raise them at our first safety committee meeting. And I had. Details about her serious safety complaints had, in fact, been documented in the minutes of the safety committee meeting that day. Now, five months later and still with no remedy, Emma Thomas had approached me again, wondering why nothing had been done.

“Emma, since that initial meeting when we discussed your safety issues, our departmental safety committee has never come together formally as a group. We were directed to perform the preannounced lab inspections and nothing else,” I said, as I explained how the committee had been silenced after documenting the safety concerns that she and other staff scientists had raised. “I am shocked 26that management has not taken any corrective actions,” I told her. Emma looked dejected.

I then encouraged Emma to visit Pittle’s office and take care of the issue immediately. “Emma do not ask, but insist that he call a meeting,” I said. “Pittle has delayed organizing a meeting for five months since Jowlman gave him the directive to take on the safety issues that were documented in the safety committee. He’s scared. Pittle told me he was resistant to call this meeting since he believes that anything to do with safety issues would negatively impact his performance review and career. So, when you talk to him, you must insist that he calls a meeting, Okay?”

That same day, not long after our discussion, I saw Emma Thomas and Daryl Pittle talking for about fifteen minutes through the closed glass doors of his office in our lab. The next day, Pittle sent out a departmental email, calling for volunteers to serve on a “building committee” regarding input related to the possibility of redesigning our department. In the email, Pittle noted nothing about safety.

Within a short time thereafter, a meeting of the “building committee” was scheduled. Seven staff scientists had volunteered to serve. Other than Pittle, no other lab manager or department manager volunteered. Pittle was alone. He announced that he was assigned to investigate possible renovations of the department and to draw up a plan. Yet instead of discussing specific renovations, every staff member at the meeting told Pittle that safety was the first issue at hand regarding renovations. A long litany of safety complaints was then voiced.

I had heard it all before. These were the same safety concerns and issues I had discussed five months earlier in the safety committee meeting. Yet, now in this “building committee” meeting, we all concurred on the importance of remodeling to provide, at the very least, for a separate and isolated departmental office and break room space that would address not all but most of the safety problems in our department.

Another coworker in the room raised an objection. “The task of this committee, to draw plans and suggest possible renovations to our department, is going to take a lot of work. More importantly, it will be wasted work, if in fact management is not going to support us in doing the renovations,” he said in a frazzled tone.

“I agree,” another lab scientist interrupted. She sat with her arms crossed and pressed against the lab coat. “We all have busy work schedules the way it 27is. It might be best first to get management’s agreement that the remodeling is justified because of the seriousness of the safety problems in our department.”

Several people in the room pointed out that they had already spoken to their in-line managers and to Carl Whitman or Lyle Jowlman about safety problems in their labs. It was obvious that management was well aware of the safety problems in the department. Yet nothing had been done. So, everyone agreed, even Pittle—before we would invest many hours of discussing and drawing up plans to renovate the department, we thought it prudent to first receive some sort of commitment by management that renovations could serve as a solution to several safety issues present in our department.

On June 13, 2002, Pittle sent an email to Lyle Jowlman and, as promised, cc’d all the attendees at the meeting. Pittle did not outline all the safety issues we had discussed in the meeting. Instead, he wrote, “Since many are concerned with the safety of our current lab environment and the recent emphasis on more stringent safety guidelines, there is a strong desire to initiate renovation efforts as soon as possible. More importantly, we feel there is sufficient justification to begin renovations as soon as possible and we seek your support in helping to expedite a start date for renovation.”

It was only twelve days later, while we still awaited Jowlman’s response to our safety plea through the “building committee” email sent by Pittle, that something terrible happened. Pfizer Groton exploded.
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On June 25, 2002, when I drove up to Pfizer’s parking lot, sirens, police, ambulance, and fire engines covered the Pfizer campus. The explosion had been so impactful that a roof had been blown off a research building. I saw a thick cloud of black smoke swirl high above the Pfizer campus and slowly move over the town of Groton. We were warned that more explosions could occur. Dear God, I prayed as I stood there watching the chaos and saw groups of other employees gathered nervously outside their cars to look at the destruction and to find out what had happened. I could not believe what I was seeing. Pfizer was on fire. I hoped no one was seriously injured. It was a chilling sight. With all the chaos, I turned my 1995 Subaru Outback toward home. There was nothing I could do. Pfizer was shut down.
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Despite the unsettling scene at Pfizer, I turned my attention to more immediate demands as I drove home. In four days, Mark and I were to be married. I would return to Pfizer, not as Becky Durtschi, but as Mrs. Becky McClain. We were so in love. Life was a joy and an adventure with Mark. We looked forward to our wedding and felt blessed to celebrate it with an intimate group of family and friends. Our work schedules could accommodate only a short but romantic three-day honeymoon in lieu of a longer trip planned for six months later.

So, it would be the following week after the explosion, when Pfizer reopened, that I would return to work. The explosion had shut down the Pfizer campus for three days while undergoing safety investigations by OSHA and Connecticut’s Department of Environmental Protection due to structural damage to buildings, the release of toxic fumes, and serious injuries to employees. All of us at Pfizer were shocked by the explosion and its consequences.

The cause of the explosion involved barrels of a solvent called borane-tetrahydrofuran, used to manufacture pharmaceuticals. The barrels had not been safely stored at the appropriate temperature at Pfizer. As a result, pressure inside the drums increased, causing the barrels to explode into a reactive fireball. The intensity of the explosion ripped the roof off the building, blew out windows on the adjacent building, and released 1,400 pounds of borane-tetrahydrofuran into the air and in the community. Groton neighborhoods went under evacuation plans.

Sadly, two employees had been burned over 50 percent of their bodies and were hospitalized in critical condition. A handful of other employees suffered less serious injuries. It was fortunate that the explosion had occurred around 7:30 a.m., when most employees were driving to work.

Yet, that week after the explosion, when I returned to work, I heard another explosion. This time it came from inside Pittle’s office.

I turned to see Pittle rip open his glass office door and come storming toward me, waving a paper.

“Didn’t I tell you, Becky?” he yelled. “Did you see Lyle Jowlman’s response to our building committee’s email? Listen to what he writes in his reply! I can hardly believe it!

“One of our questions in the email to Jowlman was,” Pittle said, “‘Do you think renovation of GPS labs is important? Why?’ And here is what Jowlman writes as a response, ‘Yes, to improve efficiency … to create space for growth … 29to improve quality of workspace. I know people would like open, airy lab space if possible…. So far nobody has told me that the current arrangement is unsafe; if this is incorrect, please let me know, and why.’

“What a lying shit!” Pittle slammed down Jowlman’s email in front of me. “No one told Jowlman that the current arrangement is unsafe? Are you kidding me?” Pittle exclaimed. “Didn’t I tell you that this was going to be bad?”

I picked up the email. Not only did Jowlman deny being told about the safety problems, but Jowlman had not replied with any assurance that he would even push for the renovations. Instead, he wrote, he had to be “pragmatic.”

Pittle crossed his arms and looked at me. “I told you this was a suicide mission. Jowlman’s response sends a strong message to all of us!” he said.

A feeling of dread rose up inside me, the same gut-raking feeling I had when the safety committee was silenced. Pittle was right. Jowlman’s response did send a message to all of us—and it did not bode well for safety in the lab.

“Who would have expected a response like this? It’s just shocking. How would one even respond?” I said.

“I told you that I didn’t want any part of this, Becky! I told you there would be consequences. This so-called ‘building committee’ arose from you documenting safety issues in the first place. Now I am in a boiling pot here because of this. No more. I am not being involved in this anymore! This is bullshit.”

Other members on the committee also were upset. William Key, a staff scientist on the “building” committee, said to me that day, “This is unbelievable, Becky. I personally had spoken to Jowlman and to management about these safety problems. I even offered to give up my personal office to provide a temporary departmental break room until a better solution could be put into place. Jowlman’s email response is disturbing,” he said with his face crinkled in worry.

Jowlman’s email had put a fright into people on the committee. As Pittle vowed, he never did call another meeting. He feared retaliation.

But I did not. Even though the signs were there, I found it hard to believe that Jowlman or Whitman would actually retaliate against me for raising safety issues. Why would they find fault with me or others who had raised safety concerns in the lab, especially legitimate and serious complaints that had public health ramifications? It didn’t make sense. The cost from the recent explosion at Pfizer would be in the millions of dollars—and that didn’t count the cost to lives and public opinion. Why didn’t the company want 30to remedy obviously unsafe workplace conditions before another disaster occurred? Why did management instead appear to promote a culture of fear about raising safety issues? It bothered me to the core. Safe science makes for good science, makes for good business, makes for good profit. That was my philosophy. But Pfizer wasn’t following it. I could not wrap my head around what was going on.

It was not only the infectious blood samples being manipulated unsafely that were of serious public health concerns. Improperly contained genetically engineered viruses in the lab could infect and harm not only employees but also the public. A lab worker might unknowingly and unintentionally take home something to their children or community.

My mind could not let it go. Nor could my conscience. I felt not only a professional responsibility as a scientist to work safely, but also a moral obligation to protect worker safety and public health.

Then, suddenly, a thought struck me. Had Jowlman and Whitman been frightened and silenced into submission about raising safety issues, as Pittle was? Why would two otherwise reasonable, rational, and likeable men like Jowlman and Whitman continue to ignore our serious safety concerns in a department where advanced biotechnologies were used and developed? Was the Pfizer Groton leadership pressuring them?

I had a plan in mind to test the waters, as delicately as possible. But those waters would soon rise right over my head.
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