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Microbiology has had a huge impact on our
lives today. Think about what life would be 
like without the advances that the science has

brought to the diagnosis, prevention and cure of
infectious diseases. The Main Symposium, Fighting
Infection in the 21st Century, at the Millennium Meeting, is
being jointly organized by the SGM and the Society for
Applied Microbiology (SfAM). Rather than looking
back at past successes, this meeting aims to address some
of the health issues facing microbiologists in the future.

Immunization has been one of the success stories of our
time. Vaccination has protected us and our children
against many of society’s scourges and has even eliminated
one disease completely – smallpox. C. Hendriksen
(RIVM, The Netherlands) will review the progress of
vaccine development to the modern day. Vaccines play a
key rôle in our fight against disease but today they must
not only provide protection, but must be safe and
preferably given without the use of needles. Many
strategies are being investigated to achieve this, whether
by using attenuated strains that are able to invade from
the gut, such as mutants of Salmonella typhimurium (M.
Levine, University of Maryland, USA), or by expressing
protective subunits, such as antigens in plants which
may be eaten (G. Whitelam, Leicester University, UK) or
DNA vaccines which can be administered through the
skin using a gene gun (A. Hill, Oxford University, UK).
The vast amount of data being generated by genome
sequencing programmes will support and accelerate
vaccine research in helping to identify both targets for
attenuation and proteins for sub-unit vaccines.

So far only smallpox has been eliminated by mass
global vaccination. The WHO hopes to add polio-
myelitis to the list, but which other diseases can feasibly
be targeted in a similar way? As the outbreak of plague in
India recently proved, we ignore disease in the developing
world at our peril. B. Mahy (CDCP, USA) will be
discussing how infectious disease is a global issue in the
era of long-haul flights, which allow infections to spread
rapidly, and when the boundary between diseases of the
developed and developing countries is becoming blurred.
Also, changes in climate associated with global warming
may result in pathogens and their vectors colonizing
regions where they have previously not been found.
Following the spread of disease will become more
accurate by employing molecular techniques. M. Maiden
(Oxford University, UK) will be describing a sequence-
based approach, termed multi-locus sequence typing,
which allows epidemiologists to follow bacterial lineages,
identify clones and study bacterial populations. Finally,
there is a more sinister threat to health: the ease of
growing large quantities of micro-organisms has raised
the spectre of pathogens being used by the unscrupulous
as weapons of mass destruction, as was demonstrated by
the concern during the Gulf War (P. Taylor, DERA, UK).
In all these cases, we must develop prophylactic and

therapeutic measures to protect people from disease.
One of the great advances of our time has been the

development of antibiotics to treat infections. However,
A. Tomasz (Rockefeller University, USA) will discuss
how, due to complacency and misuse, existing antibiotics
are becoming ineffective against common pathogens.
New targets and new classes of antibiotics need to be
developed, but this requires a better understanding of
microbial biochemistry than we currently enjoy. Perhaps
new classes of therapeutic agents will emerge to combat
disease as a result of modern chemistry (F. Odds,
Aberdeen University, UK) or we shall revisit under-
exploited classes, such as the probiotics and bacterio-
phages (S. Bengmark, Ideon Research Centre, Sweden).
In addition, therapeutic antibodies (E. Rietschel, AIBM,
Germany) may have a place in the treatment of disease, 
in a modern approach to passive protection.

At the beginning of this century, improvements in
public health and disease prevention had a dramatic
impact on human well-being. In the developed world we
take it for granted, for example, that water and food are
safe to consume. When contamination occurs, such as
Cryptosporidium in water, it has the potential to affect a
great number of people. In less industrialized nations,
water contamination is a serious, daily threat to health.
As J. Bartram from the WHO (Switzerland) will discuss,
an improvement in water quality in these countries
would significantly improve people’s health. With food
production, the developed world is to some extent a
victim of its own success. Intensive agriculture allows
more food than ever before to be produced. Unfortunately,
animals raised under intensive agricultural systems are
highly susceptible to outbreaks of infection. To protect
these animals, they are dosed with antibiotics, increasing
the likelihood of resistant bacteria entering the food
chain. It would be preferable to find alternative ways to
protect farm animals from disease. In addition, we need
to have processes in place to reduce the likelihood of our
food being contaminated with pathogens and to detect
any contamination that does occur so that unsafe food
does not get eaten (T. Humphrey, PHLS, UK).

Whatever your area of interest, it is certainly an
exciting time to be a microbiologist and this should be a
thought-provoking session. In addition to the main
symposium, a range of satellite meetings have been
organized by the Groups of both societies to discuss some
of these topics in more depth. For further details see 
the enclosed programme booklet or visit the meetings
page of the SGM website at www.sgm.ac.uk

The Main Symposium will be published as a book.
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