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6th December 2010

Frank Dobson MP

House of Commons

London SW1A OAA

(Also sent to the Camden New Journal as an open letter)

UKCMRI laboratory - a Duty of Care

and the Precautionary Principle

Dear Frank Dobson

SPA (St Pancras and Somers Town Planning Action) note from your correspondence with two of our members, Ms Lillian Scott and Councillor Roger Robinson, that you are not opposed in principle to the siting of UKCMRI in Brill Place, Somers Town.

We are opposed to the siting of UKCMRI at Brill Place for many reasons.  An overriding one is safety, which causes us to oppose that plan in principle.   

Frequent laboratory accidents

UKCMRI  would be the biggest biomedical centre in Europe, researching ‘killer diseases’ right beside Europe’s biggest train terminal at St Pancras.  A possible leak of infectious material from the laboratory into adjacent railway tunnels or into the enclosed atmosphere of St Pancras Station or into densely populated nearby estates cannot be ruled out, as is proved by the Pirbright disaster and by the attached  list of British laboratories fined for leakages in recent years.  In response to this list  UKCMRI have stated “Our scientists have an exemplary safety record” but they have not been able to refute the list of spillages. 

UKCMRI could also be a target for terrorists, attacking from outside or recruited  within – e.g. from the security or cleaning staff, when a small explosive device strategically placed could cause an  escape of infectious material.. Damage could also be inflicted by animal rights protesters, who demonstrated on the site on May 1.
Ridicule

It is ironic that Gordon Brown when Prime Minister expedited the sale of the site to assist Britain’s role as a world leader in biomedical research.  A contagious spillage spreading from UKCMRI to the nearby railway complex would make Britain a subject of worldwide ridicule for so unsuitably locating a giant laboratory. Pathogens would spread the deadly joke via the Northern Line, Network Rail and Eurostar. .The fact that Gordon Brown and now  David Cameron are in favour of the project does not lessen its danger. 

An Indispensable Location?

You state that you became convinced that to join up Cancer Research UK with UCL and UCH, already in our area, at The National Temperance Hospital, and later at Brill Place was a good idea.   

UKCMRI claim they need the Brill Place site firstly for convenient accessibility.

Brill Place is within walking distance for UKCMRI partners and near a convenient transport hub for visiting scientists.  UKCMRI intend to vacate the Medical Research Centre at Mill Hill on a site of 47 acres and move to the St Pancras site of 3.6 acres.  MRC Mill Hill is easily accessible by Tube from central London.

UKCMRI also claim that the quality of their translational science will be enhanced by housing 1500 scientists and staff in the single building at Brill Place, thereby achieving ‘critical mass.’ We dispute that this is necessary in an era of electronic communication and have asked UKCMRI to provide a peer reviewed statement to support their claim, but they have not responded.

In an attached statement to the Parliamentary Select Committee for Science and Technology, Steven Ley states that MRC Mill Hill enjoys relationships in translational science with hospitals and laboratories in London, Britain and overseas.  Steven Ley also states that the MRC occupies only 25 percent of the Mill Hill site and has abundant room for expansion there. 

SPA believe that UKCMRI’s plans should be implemented at the existing site at Mill Hill. In this our attitude is similar to your past attitude regarding the resiting of the British Library from The British Museum to Brill Place.   We read in an article Library Plan ‘waste of money’ – Dobson (CNJ Jan 18 1980)  “Dobson is saying that it (the British Library) should either be drastically reduced in size or scrapped altogether.  ‘The plans are gargantuan – and unnecessary’.  The British Library – currently housed in the British Museum – simply needed more book stores.” 

We believe that MRC Mill Hill and its existing translational relationships with other laboratories and hospitals should be expanded and that UKMRI should not be built at Brill Place. 

UKCMRI want Brill Place for its easy accessibility and for their own self-aggrandisement (‘a Cathedral for Science’) . 

Thus Somers Town should be forced to undergo years of noisy, dusty excavation and construction, for scientific activities that could be done (as now) in other locations. Not only will this monstrosity dwarf St Pancras Station and the British Library.  It will swallow precious land zoned for housing  and block the sun from Ossulston Street Estates. Endless convoys of heavy goods vehicles will lumber like an invading force.  And this is to enhance the health of Somers Town residents?

You state ‘it is a better use of the site than some commercial development which would be the alternative’ and   ‘I  have got the agreement of the laboratory incorporating a state of the art medical centre for local people.’ (Actually what is being offered is a small community space of uncertain use.)  SPA deny that these are adequate reasons for the despoliation that UKCMRI construction will bring, and the dangers of  disaster through infectious accidents or terrorist acts after it is completed.

£220 millions  of government funding would be tied up in the construction of UKCMRI which will take several years to complete before any scientific research can be conducted in it.  W The construction of The British Library took fifteen years to complete, the cost and time overruns exacerbated by flooding from the water table into which UKCMRI will descend for the equivalent of five floors. What of its time and cost overruns?

Developing MRC at Mill Hill would be much less costly and far less risky than the present plan for UKCMRI, which could be a very unsound business investment, and very expensive for Somers Town and London in terms of cost, lives and reputation..

We urge that you remain vitally concerned with this question, even if Camden Council, particularly in their straitened financial circumstances, should decide in favour of the project, because as our MP you surely have a duty of care for the safety of  Somers Town,  of London and of visitors to London.

A Duty of Care

We are anxious to know whether you as our MP acknowledge a duty of care to residents of Somers Town, to Londoners and to visitors to London in regard to the dangers that could result from the construction of UKCMRI on the intended site, and whether you subscribe to the precautionary principle, because of: 

a) The risk that any infection escaping from the laboratory could infest the adjacent railway termini, namely Kings Cross and St. Pancras stations, and residential and shopping areas to the north and south of Euston Road

b) The laboratory, the equivalent of 13 storeys high and housing 1500 scientists and staff, could be a challenge to terrorists, particularly in light of the warning on 24th November by Sir Paul Stephenson, Metropolitan Police Commissioner, that the risk of a terrorist attack in Britain is greater than at any time since 2007. “There can be no complacency”, Sir Paul added (Guardian 25th November)

There is also the possibility that damage – and spillage- could be caused as a result of demonstrations by animal rights activists from Britain and Europe, who staged a protest on the site on May 1.

In short, the applicant states that the centre would be dealing with high risk viruses. This use, despite safety assurances to the contrary, does not fit with its location next to a major transport hub and several schools. Whether any infectious outbreak was accidental or intentional (namely by terrorist activity), if the railway tunnels became infected the impact would be incalculable and the expense entailed unpredictable.

More specifically, the planned construction and operation of the UKCMRI is opposed because: 

A. *PPS23 (Planning and Pollution Control). PPS23 states (p.2) that the precautionary principle should be invoked when i) “there is good reason to believe that harmful effects may occur to human, animal or plant health, or to the environment; and ii) “the level of scientific uncertainty about the consequences or likelihood of the risk is such that best available scientific advice cannot assess the risk with sufficient confidence to inform decision-making”. The first condition is met, as there would be significant harmful effects if there was an outbreak. The second condition is also met as there is uncertainty in the likelihood of such an outbreak. As such, the precautionary principle should be invoked and those in authority are encouraged to “err on the side of caution”.

B. PPS23 (p.10) states that polluting activities should be planned strategically in order that pollution can be controlled, mitigated and removed as far as is possible. This is not congruent with the proposed location next to St Pancras station, local schools and other neighbouring uses. Indeed, as part of the strategic planning process the applicant has not proved that other, more suitable sites for this use have been considered, as required by PPS23 (p.11)***. In fact, the strategic planning Camden Council has undertaken, as seen in the approved Planning Brief and proposed Site Allocations DPD does not allocate this site for such a use. Applicants are also advised (p.11) to consider the “possibility that the development might present a Major Accident Hazard under the Control of Major Accident Hazard Regulations 1999”.

C. Relevant to the two preceding paragraphs is a list (attached) that SPA has published of British laboratories fined in recent years for spillages and lax safety measures.  UKCMRI responded that “Our scientists have an exemplary safety record” but they cannot refute the list, thus substantiating the obvious, namely that accidents do happen.

D. Relevant to PPS23 (p11)*** (above) “The applicant has not proved that other, more suitable sites for this use have been considered.”  We believe that rather than the proposed 3.6 acres site at Brill Place, a more suitable site is the existing 47 acres of the Medical Research Centre at Mill Hill, working as at present in association with other research centres. SPA quote the following excerpts from Appendix 70 of the Select Committee on Science and Technology, Memorandum from Steven Ley, National Institute for Medical Research: It states: 

" 3.  …the Mill Hill site offers enormous advantages over the proposed central London sites. We have extensive research animal facilities (9,000 square metres; housing mice, rats, frogs and fish) which are unique in the UK in terms of their size and "state of the art" capabilities. 

These animal facilities form an essential part of our research infrastructure. Replicating this on a central London site would be very expensive and also difficult to achieve in view of the likely response from animal rights groups.

5…The Mill Hill site covers 47 acres, of which NIMR currently occupies about 25%. This provides the possibility of considerable expansion in the future, which could be funded by the MRC and also by inward investment from other stakeholders

 7.  The major rationale for relocation of NIMR to central London appears to be co-location with a research medical school in order to enhance clinical collaborations and translational research. However, the current NIMR already has extensive collaborations with clinical groups in London, in the rest of the UK and internationally, as demonstrated in submissions to the Task Force. …At present, we enjoy clinical collaborations with all of the major London research hospitals and their associated academic centres. …We believe that the MRC proposal to relocate NIMR from Mill Hill is associated with considerable risk and uncertainty. …We question whether this is prudent use of public funds.

9.  … It is clear from the reports of the Task Force …that the option of NIMR remaining at Mill Hill was not properly discussed at its fifth and final meeting. We consider this a clear failure of management of the Task Force by the MRC. The subsequent decision to exclude the Mill Hill option was reached by e-mail and telephone conversations and agreed by a 5-4 vote. The five member majority was achieved by the casting vote of the Chairman.

22 November 2004"

E. The consortium claims that there are benefits in efficiency and effectiveness of scientific research in concentrating researchers from different disciplines on one site. However, despite consistent requests over a period of many months, the consortium has failed to provide any research from a peer-reviewed journal and / or other appropriate source that there is any evidence for this claim.

We question the wisdom at a time of economic hardship of investing £220 millions of taxpayers’ money in a building costing £600 millions which will take several years to complete before any scientific research can be achieved there, especially when scientific research and teaching (and much else) are clamouring for funds.  Considering the safety risks, UKCMRI would be a most unwise and unsafe investment. 

We assume that you as Mayor of London, as well as David Cameron, George Osborne, Vince Cable, David Willetts,  and  Camden Councillors owe London and its visitors a duty of care to protect them. SPA contends that the construction of the UKCMRI, given the reasons outlined herein, would breach this duty.  We would be grateful for your response to this assumption.

Natalie Bennett

Chair, SPA 

NB: Government researchers could assemble a much longer list of laboratory spillages over recent years than the list we include below:

Letter printed in Camden New Journal page 19 , 9/9/10
Leak at Brill Place superlab would be catastrophic

MANY unsafe laboratories fined - - so how safe is a superlab?

As Somers Town residents learn of British research laboratories being fined for lax safety measures, they are amazed that the site proposed for UKCMRI – Europe’s biggest biomedical research centre - is right beside Europe’s biggest transport terminal. 
Plans for the ’superlab’ were submitted to Camden Council on September 1. The proposed site had been zoned  by Camden Council for housing and community facilities.

St Pancras and Somers Town Planning Action (SPA) oppose the construction of the UK Centre for Medical Research and Innovation at Brill Place, opposite St Pancras Station. 1500 scientists and staff would work on ‘killer diseases’ on a site of 3.6 acres.  The Medical Research Centre is on a site thirteen times larger - 47 acres at Mill Hill.  

But UKCMRI told a parliamentary select committee in 2007 that Mill Hill would be sold – along with the National Temperance Hospital – to help pay for the new centre costing £600 million.  This would leave UKCMRI with no large safe sites for experiments.

SPA have learned of several laboratories being fined for lax safety, and wonder how many such cases have been unreported.  The Press (north London) of July 10, 2010, reported that the Health Protection Agency was fined £25,000 after exposing staff at its Colindale laboratory to a spillage of E.coli in October 2007.  “Workers were exposed to a potentially deadly 0157 strain of E.coli when more than a million doses of the bug were leaked onto the floor from a trolley of hazardous waste…Judge Martin Stephens QC (at the Old Bailey) said it was only by “good fortune” that staff were not harmed by the spill. The HPA was also ordered to pay £20,166 in costs.”

The Guardian of Tuesday April 22, 2008 said it had found “over 70 dangerous incidents in labs and breaches of health and safety regulations aimed at controlling dangerous pathogens over the past 10 years”. The Health and Safety Executive brought five prosecutions at universities, research institutes and labs attached to hospitals. Imperial College London was prosecuted twice in 1996 and fined £45,000.  It was since issued with an improvement notice in 2003 for faulty disposal of genetically modified micro-organisms.  Other cases involved The University of Edinburgh (fined £3,500) and the University of Birmingham (£10,000). The HSE has instigated three crown censures in the past 10 years, allowing it to act against government establishments that are immune from prosecution under health and safety law, such as Porton Down and the Central Science Laboratory  in York. In the past five years, HSE issued at least 23 notices for laboratory breaches of regulations re substances hazardous to health, genetically modified organisms and health and safety; 42 investigations relating to diseases and dangerous occurrences in labs. 

Dr Ellen Nisbett, a malaria researcher at Cambridge University said: “We are extremely well trained in what we do…But if an accident does happen, it could be catastrophic. You just have to make sure it does not happen or locate the lab in an area where it is not so catastrophic if it does happen.”    

SPA believes that an accident at Brill Place would be catastrophic.  The centre would be the equivalent of 13 storeys high - from which pathogens might escape despite a sophisticated building management system.  It will descend the equivalent of five storeys into the earth and into the water table through which an accidental escape of infection could spread into London’s – Britain’s – and Europe’s rail systems.  
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