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My name is Sam Lipson and I have come today to let the committee and those in attendance know that the Massachusetts Public Health Association (MPHA) strongly endorses the Fox bill to regulate BSL-3 and BSL-4 labs in Massachusetts.  I have also come to relate my perspective as the Director of Environmental Health for the past 10 years with responsibility for regulating biological laboratories in Cambridge.

I’m here today to make three points.  I think each of them is important to our economy and our public health and each supports the need for this bill to be passed into law.

1)  Impact on biotech sector. 

First, I believe this legislation will serve to protect the reputation of the biotechnology sector as a safe, responsible and “clean” enterprise.  In the face of growing public discomfort with the presence of high-risk laboratories within our communities, biotech does not remain untouched by a failure to properly address the real risks as we understand them.  One consequence of this public uncertainty and fear could be a broad backlash against accepting this sector within our local communities.  I have already seen certain communities essentially prohibit entry of biotech labs that are conducting very safe work in very well-run facilities.  Belmont recently went through a public process that nearly created a prohibition on BSL-2 research within that town, work that poses no more of a risk to lab workers and the general public than a dentist office would. This outlook could easily become more commonplace.    

Biotechnology firms in this state face an important consideration in assessing this legislation: While they are not at all likely to operate BSL-3 or BSL-4 laboratories they may be affected by public concerns that have arisen about these high-risk laboratories, generally found within academic research institutions.  As long as there is no credible form of oversight there will remain the possibility (or even likelihood) that they will be “painted with the same brush” as those very few BSL-3 and BSL-4 labs that are operating in the state.

I believe it is in the best interests of the industrial biotech sector to support appropriate and responsible oversight.   Such legislation can level the playing field, simplify regulatory standards and clarify expectations for those companies that are considering expanding operations in the state.  The public has expressed reasonable concern about work conducted in these labs and everyone benefits from credible efforts to address these concerns.

2) Select Agents.  

These are microbial pathogens or toxins that are thought to pose special threats if used as deliberate biological agents.  The presence of Select Agents within our communities has posed a challenge to local and state public health officials.  Public health has taken on new responsibilities since we have begun to prepare more deliberately for pandemics, both intentional and spontaneous.  The need for sharing information in a central public health repository could be critical to rapidly identify the source of unusual outbreaks.

3) Experience in Cambridge.

Finally, the proposed oversight is partly based on over 25 years of experience in enforcing “best practices” for biological laboratories in Cambridge.  We have worked with the biotech sector and academic institutions to develop a regulatory environment that provides good public assurance and still protects sensitive information.  The results have been very beneficial to the City of Cambridge as we have become a gathering place for global biotech research.  I believe that this effort to meet this oversight challenge has also been beneficial to Greater Boston area and the entire state, as biotech firms often remain in the state once they are ready to expand their manufacturing capacity.

In short, the proposed legislation is reasonable and addresses reasonable public fears.  It is also feasible and is modeled after a regulatory approach that has worked exceedingly well in Cambridge for over 25 years.  Finally, I believe it can be advantageous to create a stable and publicly accountable environment for an industry that is very important for the Commonwealth and will almost certainly remain critical to our economic and academic future.

Thank you for your time and consideration.
Your Voice for Public Health














