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OPINION This piece expresses the views of its author(s), separate from those of this publication.

'I remember it very well': Dr. Fauci
describes a secret 2020 meeting to talk
about COVID origins
A 2020 call appears to have played a key role in shaping views of scientists who contributed
to shutting down talk of whether a lab leak caused COVID.
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In the early days of the growing coronavirus outbreak that would soon become a pandemic, an
elite group of international scientists gathered on a conference call to discuss a shocking
possibility: The virus looked like it might have been engineered in a laboratory.
“I remember it very well,” Dr. Anthony Fauci, the top infectious disease expert at the National
Institutes of Health, said in an interview with me on Wednesday. “We decided on the call the
situation really needed to be looked into carefully.”
The teleconference on Feb. 1, 2020, appears to have played a pivotal role in shaping the early
views of several key scientists whose published papers and public statements contributed to
the shutting down of legitimate discussion about whether a laboratory in Wuhan, China,
might have ignited the COVID-19 pandemic.
As a reporter who has spent a decade revealing hundreds of serious safety breaches at U.S.
biological research labs, it has always seemed obvious to investigate whether the Wuhan
Institute of Virology, a major coronavirus research center, possibly played a role given that the
initial outbreak happened in the same city.
Yet for more than a year, those who publicly raised such questions were too often deemed a
crackpot conspiracy theorist or a simpleton who just didn’t understand science.
It has only been in recent weeks that a growing list of high-profile scientists, intelligence
officials and politicians – including President Joe Biden – have publicly acknowledged the
plausibility of a lab accident and pushed for rigorous investigation.
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Could an accident have caused COVID-19?: Why the Wuhan lab-leak theory shouldn't
be dismissed
Perhaps that’s because the early concerns among key scientists – like the conference call on
Feb. 1, 2020 – were kept private until now. That call likely would have remained secret if not
for documents released under the Freedom of Information Act.

A secret, high-stakes conference call
That teleconference was urgent enough it was scheduled on a Saturday afternoon.
Just two days earlier, the World Health Organization had raised the alert level on the novel
coronavirus, declaring the growing outbreak a public health emergency of international
concern. At the time, most Americans were still going about life as usual, blissfully unaware of
what was to come, even though federal health officials had recently identified a man who had
traveled from Wuhan to Washington state as the first case in this country.
Precious little was known back then about the virus, which was assumed to have emerged in
the usual way by an infected animal, or a series of animals, infecting a person. The suggestion
that it might have hallmarks of genetic engineering had enormous implications, if that turned
out to be true.
The group of scientists invited to the call had agreed in advance that the information they
discussed would be kept in total confidence and not shared until they had agreed on next
steps, emails at the time show. They were among thousands of pages of Fauci’s emails on a
wide range of topics that BuzzFeed News posted online recently after obtaining them through
the federal Freedom of Information Act lawsuit.
Public vs. private: Compare what Dr. Fauci said in his emails to what he said publicly
A day before the teleconference, Kristian Andersen, an expert in infectious disease genomics
at the prestigious Scripps Research Translational Institute in California, had told Fauci first by
phone and again later by email that the genetic structure of the virus looked like it might have
been engineered in a lab.
“The unusual features of the virus make up a really small part of the genome (<0.1%) so one
has to look really closely at all the sequences to see that some of the features (potentially) look
engineered,” Andersen said in an email to Fauci on Jan. 31, 2020. Andersen added that he and
University of Sydney virologist and evolutionary biologist Edward Holmes, plus a handful of
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other top scientists with whom Fauci was on a first-name basis, “all find the genome
inconsistent with expectations from evolutionary theory.”
More work needed to be done, “so those opinions could still change,” Andersen said in the
email exchange.
Andersen did not respond to repeated interview requests since last week. Late Thursday, a
spokesperson said Andersen was traveling and unavailable.
Discussion of Andersen’s concerns had begun earlier on that Friday, Jan. 31, 2020, Fauci told
me, when he had conferenced Andersen into a three-way call with Jeremy Farrar, director the
Wellcome Trust, an influential and wealthy foundation based in London that funds global
health research.
It was during that first call, Fauci said, that Andersen mentioned he had spoken with Holmes
and that “at first glance,” the genome of the virus looked unusual.
“I suggested we bring together a multidisciplinary team,” Fauci said, adding that he wanted it
to be an international group with wide expertise to ensure as many opinions as possible.
“We agreed to convene by phone the next day,” Fauci told me, adding that he notified senior
leaders at the NIH’s parent agency, the Department of Health and Human Services, of the
meeting. Then he called his boss, NIH Director Francis Collins, and brought him into the
discussion.
Those on the call that Saturday, Fauci said, included Collins, Farrar and Andersen, plus
several other international experts on emerging infectious diseases and virology.
Emails show the agenda for the one-hour meeting was short: Farrar was responsible for
kicking off the meeting with: “Introduction, focus and desired outcomes.” Andersen came
next, charged with providing: “Summary.” Holmes spoke third: “Comments.” Then the floor
was opened for Q&A.
But details of what was said in the meeting, including extensive notes taken by one participant
and further thoughts shared by others, were blacked out by the NIH before the emails were
made public.
“It was a very productive back-and-forth conversation where some on the call felt it could
possibly be an engineered virus,” Fauci said in our interview. Others, he said, felt the evidence
was “heavily weighted” toward the virus emerging from an animal host.
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Fauci said his role in helping to organize the meeting shows he has always been open to the
possibility of a lab leak or an engineered virus. “I always had an open mind,” he said, “even
though I felt then, and still do, the most likely origin was in an animal host.”
At the end of the call that winter Saturday in 2020, Fauci said, it was decided that Farrar
would “give a heads up” to WHO Director-General Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus “and
determine what further needed to be done.” Fauci said he doesn’t know whether Farrar
reached Tedros.
Farrar was unavailable for an interview, a spokesperson said. Holmes and Tedros did not
respond to requests for comment.
Meanwhile, Fauci said, Andersen was planning to devote considerable time in the ensuing two
or three weeks taking a closer look at the genetic sequences.

A change in position in three days
Yet just three days after that Feb. 1 meeting, Andersen’s position on the virus’ potential origin
changed dramatically. He had gone from having concerns about possible genetic engineering
to telling another group of scientists “the data conclusively show” the virus wasn’t engineered,
and calling suggestions of engineering “fringe” and “crackpot” theories.
Andersen gave this feedback in a Feb. 4, 2020, email to several scientists who were helping
craft a letter about the new virus for the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and
Medicine to send to the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy. The email was
obtained by the nonprofit group U.S. Right to Know through a public records request last year.
“Reading through the letter I think it’s great,” Andersen wrote to the group, “but I do wonder
if we need to be more firm on the question of engineering. The main crackpot theories going
around at the moment relate to this virus being somehow engineered with intent and that is
demonstrably not the case. Engineering can mean many things and could be done for either
basic research or nefarious reasons, but the data conclusively show that neither was done…”
He added: “If one of the main purposes of this document is to counter those fringe theories, I
think it’s very important that we do so strongly and in plain language (‘consistent with’
[natural evolution] is a favorite of mine when talking to scientists, but not when talking to the
public – especially conspiracy theorists).”
The National Academies’ letter didn’t end up incorporating these pushback suggestions.
Instead, the letter focused on the need for more research, saying: “The experts informed us
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that additional genomic sequence data from geographically- and temporally-diverse viral
samples are needed to determine the origin and evolution of the virus. Samples collected as
early as possible in the outbreak in Wuhan and samples from wildlife would be particularly
valuable.”
Within a few weeks Andersen and a team of highly respected scientists, including Holmes,
published their analysis of the SARS-CoV-2 virus, first on a pre-print site, then as a letter in
the journal Nature Medicine on March 17, 2020.
The letter, titled “The proximal origin of SARS-CoV-2,” has been hugely influential and is
among the key reasons that any kind of lab-related hypothesis – involving either a natural or
man-made virus – was dismissed by so many for so long.
“Our analyses clearly show that SARS-CoV-2 is not a laboratory construct or a purposefully
manipulated virus,” the letter said, before detailing the group’s findings. The letter concludes
by saying that since notable features of the virus are observed in related coronaviruses in
nature, “we do not believe that any type of laboratory-based scenario is plausible.”
Demand accountability: Trump and raging pandemic helped China dodge COVID
accountability.
Farrar, who along with Fauci helped organize the Feb. 1, 2020, meeting discussing Andersen’s
initial concerns, considers the analysis in that letter to be the “most important research on the
genomic epidemiology of the origins of this virus to date,” his spokesperson said in an email to
me.
It remains unclear what new evidence came to light in those three days in early February 2020
to change Andersen’s opinion. He wouldn’t talk with me about that. On Twitter – a platform
where he was prolific – he had only addressed how his view of the virus changed over a period
of weeks, from his Jan. 31, 2020, email with Fauci to the publication of his “proximal origin”
letter.
“What the email shows, is a clear example of the scientific process,” Andersen tweeted earlier
this month when his emails with Fauci first became public. “As I have said many times, we
seriously considered a lab leak a possibility. However, significant new data, extensive analyses,
and many discussions led to the conclusions in our paper.”
Soon after, he deleted his entire Twitter account, which he often used to share his firm view
that the SARS-CoV-2 virus emerged from nature and not from a lab.
Andersen has since said that some of the analyses were completed in days.
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Scientists who have long urged investigations of all plausible origins of the virus – including
the potential for a lab accident with a natural virus, point to the certainty of the statements in
Andersen’s paper as one of the key reasons the lab-leak hypothesis was dismissed as a
conspiracy theory. To journalists and many scientists, the prestige of the writers and the
certainty of their words made it seem the science was settled.
Lab leak?: Biden tells intelligence agencies to step up probe of COVID-19's origins
And it didn’t help that the questions about a lab leak had become conflated with the notion of
a deliberately created bioweapon and that were also early on tied to President Donald Trump’s
China-bashing rhetoric.
“A small group of scientists, and a larger group of science journalists, established and
enforced the false narrative that scientific evidence supported natural spillover, and (also) the
false narrative that this was the scientific consensus,” said Richard Ebright, a molecular
biologist and biosafety expert at Rutgers University in New Jersey.
There were other views out there, they just weren’t given much coverage as being credible.
“The February 1 telecon,” Ebright said, “appears to have played an important – probably
crucial – role in establishing and enforcing that false narrative.”

Lingering questions about a lab leak
There remain some legitimate scientific debate about whether genetic manipulation of the
virus can be completely ruled out, in part because not all genetic engineering methods leave
tell-tale markers and also because the virus’ genome does have some unusual features.
While regretting using the term “smoking gun” in a recent high-profile interview, Nobel Prizewinning virologist David Baltimore remains concerned that a feature of the virus, called a
“furin cleavage site,” could point to engineering.
“I believe that the question of whether the sequence was put in naturally or by molecular
manipulation is very hard to determine but I wouldn’t rule out either origin,” he told the Los
Angeles Times.
But lab accidents with a fully natural virus – one that might have been collected, stored or
studied at the Wuhan Institute of Virology and infected a worker – are also the focus of calls
for investigation. The institute’s top coronavirus researcher Shi Zhengli and representatives of
the Chinese government have repeatedly said the lab never had any such virus and had
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nothing to do with starting the pandemic. They have expressed outrage and frustration at
what they see as baseless and politically motivated questions.
The real issue with the lab leak theory?: The US isn't spying on China like it used to
Fauci told me that he thinks it is important to dig deeper on a U.S. intelligence report to
determine whether, in fact, three researchers at the Wuhan Institute of Virology became so ill
in November 2019 that they sought hospital care. That timing is just before the first known
cases of COVID-19 appeared. Shi has said that there were no sick workers.
“My question is how credible is that intelligence? … If it really is credible, we need to see the
medical records,” Fauci said. “We really need to call upon the Chinese government, in a
diplomatic way, to allow scientific experts to take a look at what has gone on there.”
Alison Young is an investigative reporter in Washington, D.C. She is also the Curtis B.
Hurley Chair in Public Affairs Reporting at the Missouri School of Journalism. During 200919, she was a reporter and member of USA TODAY’s national investigative team. Follow her
on Twitter: @alisonannyoung
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