earlier versions of these antibodies failed to
recognize; one matured type even neutralized
some other coronaviruses.

It’s not obvious how to make vaccines
trigger such antibodies. Maturation occurs
when viral molecules called antigens, which
arerecognized by antibodies, persist in the
body. “Really, the way to drive the processisto
have the antigen be as persistent as possible,”
says Bieniasz. Formulating vaccines with adju-
vants — foreign molecules that increase their
potency — might be one way to achieve this.

Some of the existing vaccines might already
be triggering variant-resilient immune
responses. In another March preprint, a
long-running COVID-19 study in Seattle, Wash-
ington, reported that after receiving a single
dose of anmRNA vaccine, participants who had
previously beeninfected with SARS-CoV-2 pro-
duced heaps of antibodies that can neutralize
B.1.351,aswell asanearlier circulating variant®.

Leonidas Stamatatos, animmunologist at
the Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center
(FHCRC) in Seattle who co-led the study, sus-
pects that a single vaccine dose boosted the
levels of pre-existing antibodies that were
capable of recognizing diverse variants. It’s
not clear how to mimic thisresponse in people
who haven’t had COVID-19. One possibility is
thatalagof several months betweeninfection
and vaccination was responsible, and that its
effect could bereplicated withanother vaccine
dose, given sixmonths or a year after the first
two, says Andy McGuire, an FHCRC immunol-
ogist who co-led the study.

Byshowingsuchabroadimmuneresponseto
variants, the latest data make researchers cau-
tiously optimistic that vaccines will be able to
protectagainstabreadth of variants. “I thinkit’s
very good newsinterms of a path towardsbetter
vaccines,” says Morgane Rolland, a virologist
whoworks atthe Walter Reed Army Institute of
ResearchinSilver Spring, Maryland.

And the fact that the virus is repeatedly
developing the same immune-evading muta-
tions could mean that its spike protein has
limited capacity for change, Rolland adds.

Moore isn’t so sure. Given enough time,
“I have infinite faith in the ability of a virus to
escape animmune response”, she says. “We’ve
got to lower the global number of infections
to the point where the virus doesn’t have as
many opportunities to escape.”
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We need anon-political

way to track viruses

Rick Bright put his career on the line

last year, when he blew the whistle on
how then-US president Donald Trump'’s
administration was mishandling the
coronavirus pandemic. Bright, who was
director of the US Biomedical Advanced
Research and Development Authority —
which is responsible for countermeasures
against pandemics, bioterrorism and
other health emergencies — was abruptly
removed from the agency. Now, he is
trying his hand at curbing outbreaks from
outside the government. On 8 March, the
Rockefeller Foundation, a philanthropic
organization based in New York City that
funds science, announced that Bright
would become the senior vice-president
of its pandemic-prevention activities. His
first move will be to spearhead a plan to
use genomic sequencing and analysis

to track the coronavirus SARS-CoV-2 in
the United States. Nature spoke to Bright
about this project, and protecting integrity
in science.

Will Rockefeller give scientists grants to
sequence SARS-CoV-2?

Sequencing is important, but it’s not our
only emphasis. We're hoping that the

CDC [US Centers for Disease Control

and Prevention] will follow through with

its strategy of funding more sequencing
across the country. But we need more

than sequences to make decisions. So, we
are trying to build the capacity to analyse
those data quickly, and to create impactful
analyses that will better inform public-
health officials or government officials
about the actions they need to take to get in
front of outbreaks.

Why build this early-warning system
outside the government?

We want to partner with the CDC and other
national and international health entities.
But there are advantages to having a neutral,
non-political organization manage this type
of information.

One is that a non-governmental platform
would be less susceptible to politics,
internationally and domestically. I've
worked under four presidents, and I've
seen various levels of political influence,
collaboration and cooperation with science.
The last administration certainly had a
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way of suppressing and revising science-
based messages, and that got us where

we are today with the pandemic in the
United States. So, a non-governmental,
non-political entity would have the ability
to seal and protect those data, and to make
sure that the world has access to all the
same information at the same time.

Why didn’t more government researchers
speak out about the Trump administration’s
political meddling?
We need more protections in place for
government employees and scientists who
speak out or come forward. It was a very
difficult administration to work under as
a scientist. My scientific colleagues in the
government were afraid of losing their jobs,
but were also working really hard to do the
right thing and push for the best decisions
with the right data.

| could only take so much. When the
administration clearly, in my opinion,
showed a disregard for the general
population in a subject area that | know a lot
about — pandemic response — and pushed
an unproven drug [hydroxychloroquine]
to the general public without close clinical
oversight, that was a line that | could not
cross. | had to speak out.

| felt my life would probably change for
the worse, and that I'd go through a lot of
pain and frustration and retaliation from the
administration. But it came on strong — | had
to go into hiding for quite some time.

But, you know, it was worth it. And | hope
that no other scientist ever has to find
themselves in that position again.

Does a warning system help if a country has
aleader who doesn't listen to science?
Well, you have to have strong leadership, and
the leadership has to respect science. But |
think this system helps. Early last year, there
was the narrative that COVID-19 was low risk
and that it was not spreading in our country.
But if we had an early-warning system that
was neutral, and non-political, and was just
like the weather report, individuals wouldn't
need to rely on someone in the White House
to tell them what was happening.

Interview by Amy Maxmen
This interview has been edited for length and
clarity.

Nature | Vol 592 | 1April2021 | 21

US DEPT HEALTH K & HUMAN SERVICES





