Rebuttal to Dr. Gabriel Waksman’s Letter of 7 February 2003

Wuchao Yuan

I was surprised to know the assessment of my work during the three-month probationary period and shocked about the decision immediately to dismiss me from the position as a postdoctoral research assistant in Dr. Waksman’s lab in School of Crystallography and force my leaving the campus of Birkbeck College.

The work I have done during the three months in Dr. Waksman’s lab is listed in the separate sheets.   My research project was assigned as “Structure Study of Agrobacterium tumefaciens Virulent Protein VirE1/E2 Complex”.  During this three months I have done the expression of the VirE1 and VirE2 proteins in the bacterial culture in a large scale.  A modified purification protocol has been worked out from the original one (please see separate sheets) to allow the purification of the VirE1/E2 complex in over 90% purity.  An initial crystallization screen using the purified VirE1/E2 complex revealed certain conditions in which multiple uniform polyhedron crystals were produced though the identity of the crystals needs further confirmation.  Thus, it is not very difficult to tell that the progresses I have made in the research work is not less definitely within the relative short period of time.

I have not seen anything abnormal when Dr. Waksman and me deal with the research project.  He has been very supportive to my research work.  We have met and discussed about research details frequently.  I have showed him nearly all results obtained in the experiments with the explanation of my views and plans.  I do express my ideas related to research frankly.  Dr. Waksman also has given me many comments and suggestion during the preparation of the Genetic Modification Safety form and for many experiments I have done and planned to do.  I have considered his comments and suggestion and included most of them into experimental trials.  We do have different views in some technical details but these have not affected our further scientific communication and my research work.  If without the support and help from him and many others in the lab and the school, my research would be slower.  I have never lost my confidence to do a successful research work in Dr. Waksman’s lab at Birkbeck College.

When I met the problems in culturing bacteria during last November and December, I told the problems to my advisor Dr. Waksman and the head of the school Dr. David Moss.  Under Dr. Moss’s request, I submitted a written report (please see the separate sheet).  I believe it is my right and responsibility to report such problems in my work to my supervisor and the school.  Reporting problems is one of the positive ways to improve the academic conditions and environment in the college.  I did not and was unable to point the problems to any individual person.  My only purpose was to get possible help from my advisor and the school in order to continue my normal research work.  It would be surprised if the person who reported a problem were punished.

I did make some mistakes as Dr. Waksman pointed out.  I was late in the first weekly lab meeting because of the change of the lab meeting schedule and forgot to attend another one during my experimental process.  Although I followed all the instructions when I tried to grow up a healthy insect cell culture from a stock in the facility at UCL, I did not realise that an unlabeled culture flask would be a problem.  I apologise for all of these.  During my presentation in the lab meeting, I tried my best to explain my project and show the first-hand data.  It was at the time in the middle of the purification trials before the completion of a purification cycle.  Thus, I could not give any conclusive final result in that meeting, which might hurt the quality of my presentation.  All these mistakes and the problems of mine would not deserve the decision to dismiss me from the position immediately.

During my work in the School of Crystallography at Birkbeck College, I have not done anything against the school’s and college’s rules and regulation.  I can not recall any situation in which I did not respect for Dr. Waksman’s decisions as the head of the lab and reversed my responsibility in the job under his supervision.  I have not done anything over a normal working relationship in contact to any other colleagues in the lab and the school.  I can not see any reasonable cause in my work that could lead the decision even nearly to dismiss me from the position at Birkbeck College.

Thus, this decision leads me to recall one of my personal problems outside the school.  During my living in the first flat I rented in London, I found that the washer/dryer door in the flat was damaged in one day while I was working in the school.  This criminal event and other incidences occurred in the flat forced me to move out of it and pursue a legal battle in order to recover my deposit.  I told this to someone in the school in order to obtain a moral support.  Because of this, I have been threatened that I “will be on the street” if I would pursue the legal case further.  I did not understand about this response initially.  Later, I was surprised to know that some individual persons in the school were involved in the criminal events occurred in that flat.  Also, there are different ways that could resolve the problems, if any, around my work in Dr. Waksman’s lab in School of Crystallography before the final step like this: immediate dismissal from the position.  These two things lead me logically to suspect that my personal matter outside the school might be a behind cause contributed to the decision to dismiss me from the position immediately.
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