
Research institute
to study pathogens
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    Governor Mark Parkinson is 
urging Kansans to remember 
where their food comes from and 
“thank a farmer” during Kansas 
Agriculture Week, which runs 
from March 14–20.

 “Agriculture has always been 
the backdrop to life in Kansas. It´s 
a tradition that predates our state-
hood, and it continues to contrib-
ute to our economic well-being,” 
Parkinson said. “Whether it´s a 
Thomas County wheat farmer, a 
Flint Hills rancher or a truck farm-
er from Johnson County grow-
ing heirloom tomatoes, Kansas 
farmers and ranchers help fill our 
food, fiber and fuel needs. During 
Agriculture Week, especially, we 
need to remember to thank them 
for the work they do.”

 Parkinson recently signed a 

proclamation to declare March 
14–20 Kansas Agriculture Week 
and March 18 Kansas Agriculture 
Day. It noted Kansas´ leading role 
in wheat, grain sorghum and beef 
production, as well as its second 
place ranking in cropland, and 
third place rank in land in farms 
and sunflower production. Also 
noted was the $13.9 billion mar-
ket value of all agricultural prod-
ucts sold in 2008, which placed 
Kansas seventh in the nation. The 
same year, the state ranked sixth 
in farm product exports, valued at 
$5.9 billion.

 “Agriculture is our bedrock. 
The economy may wax and wane, 
but demand for food never ends,” 
said Josh Svaty, secretary of the 
Kansas Department of Agricul-
ture.

 “During these challenging 
economic times, it´s good to know 
that one in five Kansans has a job 
that is tied in some way to agricul-
ture and food production.”

 Svaty said the agriculture com-
munity is taking its “thank a farm-
er” message to the streets during 
Kansas Agriculture Week. John 
Deere dealers will have combines 
on display on Kansas Agriculture 
Day, March 18, at three locations 
across Kansas:

• Hen House Market, 135th and 
Metcalf, Overland Park

• Century II, Wichita
• Main Street, Tribune

 Each of the combines will be 
sporting a banner with the mes-
sage, “If you EAT today, THANK 
a FARMER.”

Governor Parkinson urges
Kansans to thank a farmer

Through stacks of documenta-
tion and months of preparation, 
the Biosecurity Research Insti-
tute is undergoing the extensive, 
multilayered process of gaining 
approval to study federally regu-
lated select agent pathogens that 
threaten human and animal health 
as well as the food supply.

“There’s a misperception that 
regulators will just come in and 
give a blanket OK, and that’s not 
true,” said Scott Rusk, director of 
Pat Roberts Hall, which houses 
the laboratory. 

“The inspectors don’t come in 
and then leave us with the whole 
building and all possible research 
projects approved,” he said. 

The Biosecurity Research Insti-
tute is a biosafety level-3 facility 
for research on animal and plant 
diseases that threaten human and 
animal health and food safety. The 
ability to possess and use some 
of these pathogens in research 
requires approval from multiple 
agencies like the U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture and the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human 
Services Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention.

Both groups collaboratively 
regulate the use and security of 
select agent pathogens. The list-
ing of pathogens as select agents 
is subject to change, with new 
ones being added over time, and 
it doesn’t necessarily correlate 
to how dangerous an agent is to 
people, said Beth Montelone, the 
institute’s interim director. Rath-
er, a pathogen’s status depends 
on what threat the government 
thinks it poses.

The Biosecurity Research Insti-
tute is currently seeking approval 
for six bacterial pathogens and 
one virus that are considered 
select agents.

“The regulators’ upcoming site 
visit is just the first step of what 
we’ll be doing in terms of get-
ting the building fully ready for 
all of the projects that have been 

proposed for the next two years,” 
Montelone said. “The select agent 
registration is the brass ring, but 
there are layers below that.”

Even if the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention gives 
the OK for work with the seven 
pathogens, the laboratory and 
scientists will still have to get 
permits from the U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture to use them. 
So from the day the regulators 
perform the initial inspection, 
it could be another six months 
before researchers can actually 
start the project.

“It’s good that there’s scrutiny, 
but it does have a price,” Mon-
telone said. “It costs time and 
effort, and it means that research 
is slowed down,” he said. 

To become approved to study 
select agents, the Biosecurity 
Research Institute is being scru-
tinized from top to bottom. 

This includes understanding 
how the infrastructure at Pat 
Roberts Hall works, reviewing 
the laboratory’s safety, secu-
rity, operations and maintenance, 
medical surveillance, training and 
incident response programs, stan-
dard operating procedures, and 
interviewing laboratory workers 
and laboratory support staff.

“Each application is project-
specific, so if we get approval 
to do these seven pathogens and 
want to add new research proj-
ects with the same pathogens, 
additional pathogens or more 
personnel, we have to prepare an 
amendment and resubmit it for 
approval,” Rusk said.

Going through a lengthy and 
extensive authorization process 
is vital to keeping the laboratory 
safe. 

Moreover, when a lab doesn’t 
adhere to standards, its authoriza-
tion to work with agents can get 
yanked for years. It could also 
face significant monetary fines 
-- recently an institution was fined 
nearly $1 million -- and people 

could lose their jobs and even face 
criminal penalties.

Because of the extensive pro-
cess, some research organizations 
have decided not to study select 
agents. But Rusk and Montelone 
said that the Biosecurity Research 
Institute was created for exactly 
this type of research.

“We have long-term relation-
ships and plan to work with col-
laborators at the National Bio and 
Agro-defense Facility and the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture 
Arthropod-Borne Animal Dis-
ease Research Unit,” Rusk said. 
“If confidence is lost in our abil-
ity to do this type of work, those 
relationships and collaborations 
may be impacted as well. That’s 
the reason this all takes a long 
time. The stakes are high, and you 
have to get it right. The ultimate 
goal is to facilitate the high qual-
ity of science that goes on in the 
building,” he said. 

While the process to become 
approved for select agents and 
materials requiring U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture permits is on-
going, the Biosecurity Research 
Institute has had several other 
projects underway. 

In November 2009, a study of 
the wheat blast fungus began and 
a study was completed on two pig 
diseases, porcine circovirus and 
porcine reproductive and respira-
tory syndrome virus.

And since August 2008, the 
laboratory has housed a project 
in which researchers are using 
lower level agents as a first phase 
of a research project that will 
eventually include select agents 
when the Biosecurity Research 
Institute obtains approval to do 
that next phase of work.

“Having researchers in the 
building but not doing highly 
regulated work is a huge benefit 
because it helps test our opera-
tions so that we are fully prepared 
when higher risk work begins,” 
Rusk said.
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