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Snaking Across the 
Martian Sands 

A lot of strange things have 
happened in the Mojave Desert, 
but nothing quite like this. Ear- 
lier this month a group of scien- 
ists and technicians released a 

teorological instruments, to 
higher altitudes. 

The mck will be to keep the 
snake from snagging on a boul- 
der or crevice during the night 
and prematurely ending the 
planned 10-day mission. Data 
from the snake will be relayed 
back to Earth by Soviet and 
U.S. spacecral3 that will be or- 
biting the planet. 

The involvement of a nongov- 
ernmental organization in plan- 
etary exploration is unprec- 
edented, according to the The 

Planetary Society, which is 
spending about $500,000 on 
the snake. The 125,000- 
member groupwas formed in 
1980 by astronomer Carl 
Sagan and others to encour- 

Man, bound. In theMojaw, the 
balloon-borne snake slithered 
and swerved without a hitch. 
Will it do the same on the red 
sands of Mars? 

helium-filled balloon, and then 
chased madly after its rope-like 
tail fidl of instruments that was 
being dragged across the desert 
sand. The exercise was actually 
a rehearsal for one of the m a t  
multinational experiments in 
the exploration of the solar sys- 
tem. 

The Planetary Society, a pri- 
vate group based in Pasadena, 
built the instrumented rope, or 
"snake" that a French balloon 
pulled behind it. A Soviet rocket 
will deploy the balloon and in- 

age space exploration and the 
search for extraterrestrial life. 

Is MCAT Next? 
Where will it all end? A 

biologist who writes test ques- 
tions for the American College 
Testing (ACT) Program reports 
that a sample item was recently 
rejected because it touched on 
the "upsettmg" subject of fish 
dissection. 

It seems that Nicholas G. Au- 
men, assistant p r o h r  at the 
University of Mississippi, con- 
structed a series of questions on 
the eating habits of lake shad, 
which included experiments 
analyzing the contents of their 
insides. But on 4 October he 
got an apologetic letter from an 
ACT test speaalist explaining 
that the item could not be used 
because " d d e d  information 
concerning animal experimenta- 
tion may be d h r s s i i  and dis- 
concerting to many students." It 
explained: "Topics that may dis- 
tract students and interfere with 

upsetting to some students!" 
She also objected to an experi- 
ment involving the removal of 
shad gizzards and esophagi, 
writing "it is implicit that the 
animals were sacrificed.. . . Ani- 
mal dissection is a controversial 
subject in high school biology 
classes!" The questions go on 
to postulate the findings &om 
giving live shad no food. "This 
may be construed as starving 
animals! Dismessing!" wrote the 
specialist. F i ,  a question as 
to why shad collected near a 
river inlet would have "more 
demtus in their guts" was la- 
beled "distressing." 

Aurnen says ACT has made it 
clear that controversial topics 
such as abortion must be 
avoided in test questions, but 
that its guidelines contain noth- 
ing on animal research. "I 
hereby challenge ACT to adopt 
an official policy on this issue," 
he wrote them on 11 October. 
But he warns that the exclusion 
of such topics "isolates students 
h m  a large portion of the bio- 

medical sci- 

- 

ences" and & to acknowledge 
that many medical advances de- 
pend directly on animal research. 

Ferrni Award 
The Department of Energy' 

Enrico Fenni Award this yea 
has been awarded to radio- 
chemist George A. Cowan, l o q  
associated with Los Alamos Na 
tional Laboratory, and healtl 
physicist Robley D. Evans, pro 
fessor emeritus at the Mass 
achusetts Institute of Techno1 
ogy. Each scientist is getting 
$100,000. 

Cowan, senior fellow at Los 
Alamos and director of the 
Santa Fe Institute, was cited for 
development of radiochemical 
techniques and nuclear weap- 
ons dmpostics. Evans, on the 
MIT faculty since 1934, was 
cited for pioneering work in 
nudear medicine. Evans opened 
up a new field when he discov- 
ered radiation effects on the 
health of radium dial painters in 
the watch industry. 
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strumeit package in the Mar- their concentration and perfor- 
tian as part of the 
Soviet Mars '94 mission. 

During the Martian night, 
the balloon will tly low over the 
planet's surface, allowing the 
instrument-filled snake to mea- 
sure the composition of the sur- 
face and the saucture of the 

mance must be avoided at all 
costs." 

Handwritten annotations on 
the items submitted reveal 
ACT'S specific concerns. For 
example, next to a table labeled 
"shad gut contents" the test 
specialist wrote, "this may be 

Grim times for British science. Britain's Science and Engin- 
eering Research Council (SERC) has jmt published a report 
confirming what has become the perennial plaint of British 
scientists: support is low and getting lower. The report, which 

basic research support on a per-mher basis in 
~ , . i t ~ i ~ ,  F , . ~ ,  and west G ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ,  finds to be last 4in 
every sector, and on d l  meanum,"accOrdingtoHwryAtki~ 
SERC. The discrepancy is especialzypmno-d when to 
university labs. 




