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Preface

Congenital defects and their consequences are a crucial medical, biological, and social
problem also because there has been no clear decrease in their incidence over the past years.
Besides, more than 90 per cent of these defects remain without a causal explanation, although in
some the underlying disorder is known (e.g. chromosomal or gene anomaly). We know that
environmental chemicals and drugs could play a major role in the production of such alterations,
but also maternal metabolic diseases and viral infections during pregnancy have been associated
with morphological and functional alterations of conceptuses.

The challenge of scientists engaged in this field is many-sided: first of all they must cope
with the problem of prevention of birth defects, through the identification of teratogenic agents
by using both the experimental and epidemiological approaches and by reducing exposure to
known teratogens; the other major problem is the identification of the mechanisms at work in the
production of developmental alterations, that means to penetrate into the fascinating world of the
developmental biology.

In this issue scientists engaged in the different aspects of teratological research tried to take
stock of the situation. What emerges is a variety of scientific approaches where the need for closer
interaction between different disciplines is dominant: clinical and experimental researchers must
interact for a more thorough interpretation of teratologic phenomena; basic embryologists and
teratologists must benefit from their intellectual exchanges: these are the ways for a real
improvement in the knowledge of the mysteries of the discipline historically born as "science of
monsters” and nowadays growing as "science of prevention of any congenital defect”.
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