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We thank Martin Furmanski for his interest in our article (1)
concerning the unnatural origins of the 1977 H1N1 influ-

enza virus strain. In his Letter to the Editor, he challenges our
assertion that to date, there has been no real-world example of a
laboratory accident that has led to a global epidemic, and he states
that we ourselves concluded that the virus “originated in a micro-
biology laboratory and its release was unintentional,” to which he
added that “which laboratory is responsible matters little in the
GoF debate” (2). This is a mischaracterization of our findings.
While we found that the strain did indeed have a laboratory origin,
the actual release of the virus was likely the result of administering
an inappropriately attenuated vaccine or challenge strain to thou-
sands of Chinese soldiers and was likely not the effect of a single
escape from a laboratory. While the science behind why some
viruses take off to become epidemics and others do not may still be
incompletely understood, the 1977 epidemic most likely had a
substantial head start, with massive, coordinated human actions.
Therefore, we reiterate our findings that the 1977 influenza epi-
demic is not relevant to the modern debate regarding gain-of-
function research and that to date, there has been no global epi-
demic that has stemmed from a laboratory accident.

However, regarding the biosafety concerns expressed, we agree
that several laboratory accidents over the last few years are con-
cerning and are a signal that biosafety (and not just biosecurity)
precautions need to be better funded and taken more seriously.
This is a broader issue that is not tied to a specific line of inquiry in
research, and it is important for not only individual research sci-
entists but also at the political level. To address these concerns, we

believe there is a clear need for a no-fault reporting system for
accidents and incidents to promulgate safety lessons, similar to
what has worked well in the aviation industry (3), as well as inter-
national biosafety norms to encourage and guide investments in
biosafety (4), among other actions.
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