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Re: A Balanced View on Primate Research

Dear Editors:

Any article by Jane Goodall regarding primates merits thoughtful attention. We all admire her lifelong commitment to understanding and protecting apes. But when Drs. Goodall and Ray Greek state (“The sad lot of lab chimps”) that chimp research is unethical, we need to look at the actual record. Research that included chimps has led to treatments for a long list of illnesses afflicting millions of people.
Over the last quarter-century, the care of research animals has improved dramatically, including the advent of group housing and much greater attention to their social and psychological needs. In the examples specifically raised by the authors, studies with HIV in chimps were necessary during the early days of the AIDS crisis to characterize the host range of the virus and determine its possible origins in Africa. As soon as it was determined that chimps were neither susceptible to disease nor a likely source, no further studies were conducted. 

Regarding viral hepatitis, millions of people have been spared liver failure or cancer thanks to a vaccine that was quickly developed with chimps. It is not the very limited use of chimps in initial studies that is most affecting, but the lack of a natural setting for them to live out the remainder of their lives. Government and private funding is now establishing chimp sanctuaries, an initiative I heartily endorse.

Where valid non-animal alternatives exist, they are being used. But right now, with so many people ill or injured, primate research is one of our rarest but most effective tools in finding cures.

Sincerely,

Alan Dittrich, PhD
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