
sity of California, and the Jet Propulsion 
Laboratory, funded by NASA and operated 
by the California Institute of Technology. 
"We're not trying to shape institutes in 
NASA's image." she says. "We're interested 
in what resources [prospective operators] can 
bring to the table." 

The first test of the plan will be the cre- 
ation of a life sciences institute at the 
Johnson Space Center in Houston that will 
draw on the biomedical expertise in the area. 
Civil servants would retain control of astro- 
naut health and training matters, while the 
remainder of the life sciences effort would be 
transferred to an institution like the private 
Texas Medical Center. Goldin also envi- 
sions creating an industrial park, located at 
nearby Ellington Field, that could work 
closely with the institute. 

Houston already is home to the Lunar 
and Planetary Institute, which conducts 
planetary research for NASA but is operated 
by the Universities Space Research Associa- 
tion. The agency is considering giving the 
institute control of the lunar samples now 
held at the center, and Cordova anticipates 
an eventual merger of the planetary and bio- 
medical organizations. 

The institute concept was a lifesaver for 
science at the Ames Research Center in 
California and at Marshall Space Flight 
Center in Huntsville, Alabama, says Cor- 
dova. NASA is discussing an astrobiology 
institute at Ames that might be run by the 
University of California or Stanford Univer- 
sity, while several Alabama universities are 
interested in running an institute that would 
focus on materials science and hydrology 
now done at Marshall. 

NASA also wants a university or non- 
profit consortium to take over the Goddard 
Institute for Space Studies inNew York, now 
operated by Goddard Space Flight Center in 
Maryland, as well as to create an atmo- 
spheric institute at the Langley Research 
Center in Hampton, Virginia, and a micro- 
gravity and space power institute at Lewis 
Research Center in Cleveland. 

Goldin and Cordova say the initial re- 
sponse to the institute concept from univer- 
sities and industry has been enthusiastic. "I 
have a portfolio a couple of inches thick with 
letters" from interested organizations, Cor- 
dova said. University officials and congres- 
sional staffers wondered, however, if finan- 
cially strapped universities would volunteer 
to take on the burden of operating such insti- 
tutes. "Someone will still have to pay the 
overhead," said one staffer. 

Goldin's reorganization scheme must still 
pass muster in Congress, and he was quick to 
tell reporters that "what you're seeing are 
preliminary recommendations." Represen- 
tative Robert Walker (R-PA), Science 
Committee chair, and the ranking minority 
member, Representative George Brown 

(D-CA), said they would review Goldin's 
proposal. Representative Norm Mineta 
(D-CA), however, who represents the area 
near Ames, vowed to fight it. "Under the 
current proposal, NASA Ames will remain a 
NASA center in name only," he said last 
week. "What was once a 500-pound gorilla is 
now a 200-pound gorilla-and that's not 

gorilla enough for me." 
In Goldin's view, however, the biggest 

obstacle to the plan is not outright opposi- 
tion but proposed additional cuts to NASA's 
budget. Without sufficient funding, he 
warned, centers would have to be closed and 
programs eliminated. 

-Andrew Lawler 

PHYSICS 

Academy Panel Favors Gravity Probe-B 
A costly and controversial space experi- 
ment to test Einstein's general relativity 
theory won a qualified endorsement last 
week from a panel of the National Academy 
of Sciences. The vote of confidence in Grav- 
ity Probe-B (GPB) is expected to spur Na- 
tional Aeronautics and Space Administra- 
tion (NASA) managers to find the $250 mil- 

that the mission would prove a success. 
There was no minority report, but concerns 
of unidentified members were included in 
the review. 

The Fitch panel also struggled with the 
question of whether the money could be bet- 
ter spent elsewhere by NASA. "A significant 
minority judge that the purpose of the mis- 

lion needed to finish the $500 million proj- sion is too narrow in comparison with mis- 
ect, first funded in 1985. 

I 
sions that explore wide- 

"GPB is well worth its open scientific issues and 
remaining cost to comple- have a high probability of 
tion," declares a report re- making new discoveries," 
leased on 16 May by a 12- it states. But most members 
member panel led by Nobel felt the remote chance of 
physics laureate Val Fitch. discovering something truly 
But the panel didn't mask revolutionary made the ex- 
its concern about spending periment worth pursuing. 
half a billion dollars to test a The report is good news 
theory-that a massive ro- for the project's principal 
tating body pulls space and investigator, Stanford phys- 
time along with it-that is icist Francis Everitt. "It 
almost universallv acce~ted seems to have done the 
by the scientific commu- Smooth sailing? Yet another re- trick," he says. A tenacious 
nity. "Along with most view finds Gravity Probe-B to be advocate with a deft po- 
physicists; this task group ''well worth the cost." litical touch (Science, 24 
believes that a deviation March, p. 1756), Everitt 
from general relativity's prediction for frame also applauded the panel's work: "Fitch has 
dragging is highly unlikely," the report says. done a heroic effort." 
And even if the probe's data appear to dis- Although Goldin declined to say last 
prove the theory, "the scientific world would week what he plans to do next, other NASA 
almost certainly not be g re pared to accept officials made it clear that the remaining 
them until confirmed by a repeat mission." roadblocks are now outside the agency. "It's a 

NASA Administrator Daniel Goldin go," said one senior agency official, adding 
asked the academy for a study last fall in that Goldin could announce his support for 
response to persistent questions about the the effort as early as this week. "That is, un- 
scientific and technical validity of the less we get clobbered by Congress." 
project. He then put on hold a request for California lawmakers on both sides of the 
$50 million in NASA's 1996 budget for aisle will be watching Goldin closely to make 
the project, infuriating congressional sup- sure he does not get cold feet. And with 
porters. With the support of NASA Chief NASA's budget on the decline, some mem- 
Scientist France Cordova, Goldin pledged to bers of the space science community will also 
cancel the project if the committee signaled be following the situation with interest. As- 
thumbs down. trophysicists fear the probe's need for cash 

Althou~h the committee found no tech- will eat awav at their own ~roiects-such as " 
nological showstoppers, the probe's com- 
plexity-including sophisticated gyroscopes 
and a suite of instruments--left some mem- 
bers uneasy. "This minority believes it likely 
that some as-yet-unknown disturbance may 
prevent GPB from performing as required," 
the study states. Even so, the panel decided 
there was a "reasonably high probability" 

the ~tratosiheric ~bservatok for Infrared 
Astronomy (SOFIA) and the Space Infrared 
Telescope Facility. And it hasn't gone unno- 
ticed that the $50 million GPB needs to stay 
on track for a launch in 2000 is almost ex- 
actly the sum NASA has requested in 1996 
to start work on SOFIA. 

-Andrew Lawler 
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