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Scientists in India are up in arms against the animal rights watchdog committee headed by Maneka Gandhi, the former minister for animal rights.
The tussle between the National Institute of Immunology, Delhi, and Ms Gandhi's Committee for Prevention of Cruelty in Scientific Experiments on Animals (CPCSEA) has led to a police complaint and a court case.
After a sudden inspection visit by three committee members in September 2002, reports appeared in some national dailies at the end of October referring to “barbaric and brutal experimentation” on animals and quoted Ms Gandhi as saying, “We plan to recommend the cancellation of registration of NII [National Institute of Immunology].”
The committee is a statutory body constituted under section 16 of the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Act for the purpose of controlling and supervising experiments on animals.
“At the first inspection we found out that about 85-90% [of] monkeys kept at the institute were suffering from tuberculosis and many monkeys who had recurring bouts of the disease were destroyed,” Ms Sonya Ghosh, a member of the committee's inspection team, was quoted as saying in a weekly news magazine.
The institute denies this figure. An investigation conducted by Delhi Science Forum, an independent body run by scientists and technologists, exonerates the institute and states that only two monkeys out of 207 were suffering from tuberculosis and were quarantined while under treatment. Committee officials said they couldn't disclose the contents of its inspection report, as it was confidential.
“CPCSEA imposed restrictions have made serious real life biomedical research nearly impossible to pursue in India, causing grievous damage to the competitiveness of Indian science,” said Sandip Basu, director of the institute.
He added that the committee's approach to the issue of animals used in experimentation since the notification of the revised rules gives the distinct impression of being part of “an antivivisectionist” agenda, with the focus firmly on protecting animals from the so called wanton cruelty of experimenters.
The institute filed a case against the Ministry of Environment, because it is responsible for the prevention of cruelty committee in Delhi High Court in mid-October. It demanded that the committee inspections should be in accordance with law and should follow defined parameters, says B Nagesh, advocate for the institute.
The institute also complained about the alleged harassment of its officials. And it sought the court's intervention that the committee should not be allowed to revoke the licence of the institute for animal experimentation without any proper notice or cause shown. As a result, the court has granted an interim order, Nagesh told the BMJ.
While the next court hearing is due to be held on 29 November, Mrs Veena Upadhyay, joint secretary at the Ministry of the Environment, hinted that another team is being readied for inspecting the institute.
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