
20 MAY 2011    VOL 332    SCIENCE    www.sciencemag.org900

NEWS OF THE WEEK

C
R

E
D

IT
S

 (
T

O
P

 T
O

 B
O

T
T

O
M

):
 D

A
N

IE
L
 M

E
N

D
E

L
B

A
U

M
/S

T
A

T
E

 O
F

 V
IC

T
O

R
IA

; 
L
O

T
H

A
R

 N
E

U
M

A
N

N
, 
G

E
R

N
S

B
A

C
H

/W
IK

IP
E

D
IA

by more than a decade. The leaked report 
could change signifi cantly before the offi cial 
version is released at the end of the month. 
In any case, it is expected to strongly infl u-
ence the direction the government takes. 
http://scim.ag/german-nuclear  

Cameroon, Chad, Nigeria 2

More of New Meningitis 
Vaccine for Africa
An affordable, effective vaccine against 
deadly bacterial meningitis A will be rolled 
out in three more African countries this year, 
thanks to $100 million in new funds from 
the GAVI Alliance, a public-private global 
health partnership. Massive immunization 
campaigns will start in Cameroon, Chad, 
and Nigeria by December, ahead of the dry 
season when epidemics sweep across the so-
called meningitis belt of Africa. MenAfriVac 
is the fi rst vaccine developed specifi cally 
for Africa, at a price poor governments can 
afford—roughly 50 cents per dose. Since 
its initial introduction last year in Burkina 
Faso, Mali, and Niger, cases have dropped 
dramatically. “Men A has disappeared from 
Burkina Faso,” says Marc LaForce, head of 
the Meningitis Vaccine Project, which devel-
oped the vaccine. LaForce hopes the donor 
community will commit enough money so 
that all 25 countries in the belt are covered 
by 2015.

Washington, D.C. 3

NIH Grant Applicants 
Face Low Odds 
U.S. National Institutes of Health (NIH) 
Director Francis Collins warned last week 
that the fraction of NIH grant applications 
that are funded this year could drop to 18% 
or 17%, the lowest percentage ever. The crash 

in so-called success rates comes because 
NIH’s budget was cut by $322 million, or 
1%, in last month’s budget agreement for the 
current fi scal year. Collins’s warning was part 
of his testimony to the Senate appropriations 
subcommittee that oversees NIH’s budget. 
Subcommittee chair Senator Tom Harkin 
(D–IA) also worried about next year, not-
ing that if a House of Representatives pro-
posal to cut health spending by 9% prevails, 
“severe reductions to NIH research would be 
unavoidable.” http://scim.ag/low-odds    

Melbourne, Australia 4

Synchrotron Funding Up in the Air
When the Australian government released 
its new budget proposal last week, it didn’t 
contain the drastic cuts many scientists had 
feared. But anxiety is still rippling through 
users of the Australian Synchrotron. Nei-
ther the federal government nor the Victo-
ria state government, which also released 
budget plans recently, addressed how the 
world-class facility will be funded beyond 
June 2012, when its original 5-year fi nancial 
plan ends. The bulk of the facility’s funding 
comes from the two governments. Andrew 
Peele, a physicist at La Trobe University in 
Victoria who has been head of science at 
the synchrotron since late last year, says the 
facility’s leadership had applied for addi-
tional government funding to expand the 
facility. He’s hopeful a decision will be made 
soon. Long-term funding “is always an issue 
for major research institutions, [and] there 
are a number of alternatives,” he says. 
http://scim.ag/oz-synch

London 5

Astronomy, Particle Physics 
Cuts Decried
A U.K. parliamentary committee has warned 
that budget cuts planned for astronomy and 
particle physics will jeopardize Britain’s abil-
ity to stay at the forefront of those disciplines. 

Berlin 1

Ethics Commission Calls 
For Swift Nuclear Phaseout
Germany should phase out nuclear power by 
2021, according to a leaked draft of a report 
from the Ethics Commission on Safe Energy 
Supply created by Chancellor Angela Merkel 
in the wake of the Fukushima catastrophe. 
The commission, chaired by two scientists 
and comprising representatives from indus-
try, research, politics, and religion, recom-
mends permanently shutting down the coun-
try’s seven oldest nuclear reactors, followed 
by “a complete withdrawal from nuclear 
energy” within 10 years or less. 

The seven reactors were taken off line 
shortly after problems started at Fukushima; 
the commission says this demonstrates 
that the 8.5 gigawatts they produce can be 
obtained elsewhere. Renewable energy, 
natural gas, and coal can take care of the rest 
without increasing Germany’s carbon diox-
ide emissions or shaking the economy, the 
report says. 

A law enacted in 2002 would have closed 
all of Germany’s 17 nuclear power plants by 
2023, but Merkel’s coalition passed a new 
law last autumn that delayed that phaseout 
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AROUND THE WORLD

Reactor 1 at Philippsburg 
Nuclear Power Plant 

was one of seven German 
reactors shut off in March.

Australia’s budget plan doesn’t address 
funding for the Australian Synchotron.
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Spacetime Souvenir

On 26 May 1933, a wild-haired German physics professor stepped off a ferry from 
Oostende, Belgium, and handed this landing card to border authorities in Dover, Eng-
land. This year, museum curators on an artifact-hunting trip to a border agency offi ce 
near Heathrow Airport found the card, signed by Albert Einstein, among the personal 
collections of immigration offi cers.

Einstein “already had his Nobel Prize,” so the border agent who stamped it “might 
have thought, ‘Ooh, I’ll keep this,’ ” says Lucy Gardner, assistant curator at the Mer-
seyside Maritime Museum in Liverpool, where the card went on display 10 May. On the 
card, Einstein records his nationality as Swiss; he had left Germany, where the Nazis 
had denounced his theory of relativity and burned his books, in 1932. He lists Oxford, 
where he would give a series of lectures, as his expected address. Later that year, 
Einstein immigrated to the United States, never to return to Germany.

THEY SAID IT

“  Climate change is occurring, is very likely caused primarily by the 
emission of greenhouse gases from human activities, and poses 
signifi cant risks for a range of human and natural systems. Each 
additional ton of greenhouse gases emitted commits us to further 
change and greater risks.”

—The National Research Council Committee on America’s Climate Choices, 
in its fi fth and fi nal report to the United States Congress on climate change. 

FINDINGSAlthough science in general was rela-

tively well protected from severe govern-

ment spending cuts announced last year, 

astronomy and particle physics took a big 

hit. A report released last week by the House 

of Commons Science and Technology Com-

mittee says the two fi elds will have 50% less 

funding in 2014–15 than they did in 2005.  

The committee was particularly scath-

ing about the decision to withdraw support 

from all ground-based optical and infrared 

telescopes in the Northern Hemisphere, not-

ing that British astronomers will lose access 

to cutting-edge instruments and the country’s 

reputation as an international partner could 

suffer. “The idea that subjects like astronomy 

and particle physics do not provide immedi-

ate economic returns and therefore can be 

sacrifi ced at the altar of cutbacks is non-

sense,” says committee chair Andrew Miller. 

Welcome words for Britain’s big-science 

supporters, but the impact will be limited: 

the committee has no direct legislative 

power. http://scim.ag/UKastro  

Paris 6 

Goodbye, Rinderpest

Animal health offi cials are about to report 

that rinderpest, which has decimated cattle 

herds for millennia, has been eradicated 

worldwide after a 17-year vaccination effort. 

On 25 May in Paris, the World Organiza-

tion for Animal Health will certify the last 

eight countries, which include Micronesia, 

Sri Lanka, and Kazakhstan, as free of the 

disease. Then on 28 June in Rome, the gov-

erning body of the United Nations’ Food and 

Agriculture Organization is expected to issue 

a declaration of global eradication. Rin-

derpest, a viral disease, was once endemic 

across Eurasia and Africa with periodic out-

breaks killing calves and devastating herd-

ers. The virus was last detected in 2001 in 

Kenya. It will be the fi rst animal disease to 

be eradicated and only the second disease in 

human history after smallpox.

Is That Fish Worth Chasing? 

Harbor seals in the murky North Sea rely 

on their whiskers to follow the wake a fi sh 

leaves behind. A new study reveals that 

whiskers can also gather detailed informa-

tion about what the seal is hunting.

Biologist Wolf Hanke of the Univer-

sity of Rostock in Germany and colleagues 

worked with a harbor seal named Henry, a 

veteran research participant. First, they cre-

ated wakes in a box of 

still water at the bot-

tom of a pool using 

motorized paddles of 

different sizes; Henry 

waited outside the 

box wearing noise-

blocking headphones 

and a blindfold. Once 

the paddle stopped, 

Henry dunked his 

front half inside and 

let the eddies swirl 

around his whiskers. 

He then pressed one 

of two buttons with 

his nose, indicating 

whether the wake 

had been made by one of three paddle sizes 

he’d been trained to recognize or by an 

unfamiliar one.

Henry chose correctly more than 90% 

of the time, as long as the familiar and 

unfamiliar paddles differed in width >>

Published by AAAS
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by at least 4 cm, the team reported last week 
in The Journal of Experimental Biology. 
Laser-aided analysis of the eddies revealed 
that he could “read” information such as the 
width of the wake and its velocity—clues to 
the size of a passing fi sh, Hanke says, and 
whether it’s worth chasing. 
http://scim.ag/chase-fi sh

Mice Reject Reprogrammed Cells

Scientists have high hopes that stem cells 
called induced pluripotent stem (iPS) cells 
can be turned into replacement tissues for 
patients with injury or disease. Derived from 
a patient’s own cells, scientists had assumed 
they wouldn’t be rejected—a common prob-
lem with organ transplants. But a new study 
suggests otherwise.

Immunologist Yang Xu of the Uni-
versity of California, San Diego, and his 
colleagues implanted iPS cells, which 
are reprogrammed from adult cells, into 
mice that were genetically identical to the 
iPS cell donor. To the scientists’ surprise, 
the cells were attacked by the recipients’ 
immune systems and were rejected, the 
team reported online last week in Nature. 
The culprit seems to be incomplete repro-
gramming that leaves some genes in iPS 
cells misexpressed, Xu says.

The results add to a series of fi ndings 
that iPS cells differ in subtle but potentially 
important ways from more controversial 
embryonic stem cells. Meanwhile, dozens 
of labs are working on ways to improve the 
reprogramming process so that the stray 
gene expression is eliminated. 
http://scim.ag/iPSC-problems

HIV Treatment Prevents 
Heterosexual Transmission 
HIV-infected people who start antiretrovi-
ral (ARV) treatment at earlier stages of the 
disease lowered their risk of transmitting 
the virus to their sexual partners by 96%, 
according to a multicountry study that ended 
abruptly last week. 

The $73 million study by the U.S. 
National Institute of Allergy and Infec-
tious Diseases recruited 1763 couples (97% 
hetero sexual) in which only one partner was 
infected with the AIDS virus at the start. 
Half the participants received ARVs imme-

diately, while the other half waited until their 
infections caused serious immune damage. 

An analysis 6 years into the study, which 
was planned to last 10 years, found that 
39 people had become infected, 28 from 
their regular partners. Of those 28, all but 
one had a partner in the group that waited 
to start treatment. 

The dramatic result mirrors fi ndings 
from less-rigorous earlier studies. Still, says 
Michel Sidibé, who heads the Joint United 
Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS, “it’s a 
game-changer in the AIDS response.” Some 
HIV/AIDS advocates caution that the good 
news will have an impact only if the world 
massively scales up distribution of ARVs to 
people who can’t afford them, which there 
are no plans to do. 
http://scim.ag/NIAID-study

Lizard Lairs Are All in the Family

The great desert skink is the homebody of 
the lizard world. The Australian reptiles 
(Liopholis kintorei) dig elaborate burrows, 
which, scientists have now discovered, 
shelter closely related family members 
and can be occupied for up to seven con-
secutive years. 

By trapping lizards and snipping off a 
tiny portion of their tails for DNA analy-
sis, Steve McAlpin and his colleagues at 
Macquarie University in Sydney, Australia, 
found that adult desert skinks live in the 
same burrow with multiple generations of 
their children. Both parents and siblings 

Ever wonder what the night sky would look like if all the 
stars grew thousands of times brighter? Go see for yourself at 
www.skysurvey.org.

The Photopic Sky Survey is the labor of love of amateur astron-
omer Nick Risinger, who quit his job as a marketing director in 
Seattle, Washington, and spent a year lugging sensitive cam-
eras almost 100,000 kilometers around the United States and 
to South Africa. He then stitched together the 37,440 images to 

create the largest ever true-color sky survey—a zoomable, 360° 
panorama of the universe from Earth’s point of view. 

“Its main value is as an educational tool,” Risinger says. But 
Jonathan McDowell, an astrophysicist at Harvard University, says 
astronomers could use the survey’s 5000 megapixels to iden-
tify objects to observe. “The human eye is very good at spot-
ting things that are unusual in shape or color,” he says. “And of 
course, it’s very pretty.”

The View From Here 

Dark-brown T cells, a sign of immune 

rejection, invade tissue formed by iPS cells. 

Published by AAAS
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BY THE NUMBERS

<10 Stars in the constellation 

Orion visible to 59% of 2188 partic-

ipants in a U.K. assessment of light 

pollution. Just 1% of star watchers 

had skies dark enough to make out 

more than 30 stars.

$796 billion The economic 

impact of the Human Genome Proj-

ect on the U.S. economy over the 

past decade, according to a report 

commissioned by the Life Tech-

nologies Foundation. The Human 

Genome Project cost the U.S. gov-

ernment $3.8 billion. 

$225 million Donation to the 

University of Pennsylvania School of 

Medicine by Philadelphia philanthro-

pists Raymond and Ruth Perelman, 

one of the largest gifts ever given to 

a medical school. 

Random Sample

From Bench to Big Screen
You think your Ph.D. was tough? Har-
vard Medical School grad student 
Samantha Bazarick’s cell biology proj-
ect has been stuck for a whole year. 
Meanwhile, her lab is populated by 
petulant postdocs and abusive profes-
sors, and her love life is in shambles. 
Her carefully planned ascent to scien-
tifi c glory is in a tailspin. 

But don’t worry—Samantha is 
fi ctional. She’s the main character in 
Losing Control, a new fi lm by former 
biophysicist Valerie Weiss. (Spoiler 
alert: The plot echoes recent intrigues 
involving scientists at Harvard Medi-
cal School.) The fi lm is now on the 
festival circuit and will make a stop 
at the National Academy of Sci-
ences in Washington, D.C., in Octo-
ber (www.losingcontrolmovie.com). 

Weiss herself fi nished a Ph.D. at 
Harvard in 2001, but she says the 
fi lm is not based on her own expe-
rience. “I actually had a wonderful 
Ph.D.,” she says. “It’s supposed to be 
a screwball comedy.” Nonetheless, 
Samantha’s nightmare scenario will resonate with many suffering scientists.

Science and Hollywood aren’t so different, Weiss says. “The motivations are the same: 
stories that are new and fresh.” And getting funding for your work is just as great a pre-
occupation and time drain. But there are advantages to her new profession. “In science you 
have to come back to the hard data,” she says. “But as an independent fi lmmaker, I can follow 
my imagination anywhere.”

pitch in to build and maintain their home, 

the team reported online 11 May in the 

journal PLoS ONE. These complex tunnel 

networks, which measure up to 13 meters 

across, feature multiple entrances and des-

ignated outside latrine areas where the liz-

ards go to defecate. 

Although many species of birds and 

mammals exhibit such cooperative behav-

ior, this is the fi rst report of lizards con-

structing a family house. Desert skinks 

are fairly faithful lovers, which could help 

explain why families stick together. The 

fi nding may bolster the hypothesis that 

cooperation evolved in groups of geneti-

cally related individuals.     

Swimming on a Full Stomach

If you’ve ever been too full to move after a 

large meal, envy the leech, which can squirm 

away even when bloated up to 10 times its 

normal size on a bloody feast. Now it appears 

that the signaling molecule serotonin is 

behind the talent.

When leeches swell up, they stretch their 

muscles to their limit. This 

should prevent the muscles 

from expanding and con-

tracting. Yet leeches wriggle 

around just fi ne, says Shan-

non Gerry, a biomechanist 

at Wellesley College in 

Massachusetts.

To fi nd out why, Gerry 

and fellow Wellesley bio-

mechanist David Ellerby 

-
t 
-

t ith ff i i ti t

chopped leeches into segments and soaked 

the chunks in a solution containing sero-

tonin, which stimulates feeding in leeches, 

or in saline. After stretching the segments to 

lengths that would simulate swimming after 

feeding, they used electricity to make them 

contract. Segments exposed to serotonin 

exerted more force than did the control seg-

ments, no matter how strained they were. 

Serotonin, it seems, 

allows the taxed muscles 

to push past the strain, the 

researchers reported online 

in Biology Letters last 

week. They suggest that 

serotonin might relax mol-

ecules that crosslink muscle 

fi bers so that the muscles 

can move more easily. 

http://scim.ag/leech-swim  

Desert skinks build 

elaborate nests that house 

multiple generations.
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