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Dallberate Poisoning at NIH? 

Building 37 at the normatly m- 
quil National Imitutesof Health 
(NIH) was crawling with detec- 
tives and news reporters last week 
after a radioactive phosphorus iw 
tope, P-32, turned up in a water 
cooler and in the urine of at least 
28 workers. NIH officials say none 
of those affected received danger- 
ous levels of radiation. But fears 
remain, says NIH spokesperson 
Anne Thomas, because "we do 
not believe it was accidentid." 

The contamination was first 
discovered on 29 June when a 
researcher in a moiecuh phar- 
macology ldxxatorp on dle afth 

floor set off a Geiger counter. The 
woman, who was 4 months preg- 
nant, was given a hydration treat- 
ment to dilute the isotope, She 
was exposed to 200 to 300 micro- 
curies of radiation, an amount 
well below risk levels to her and 
her fetus, NIH says. Federal 
guidelines say that, a person can 
safely be exposed to 600 microcu- 
ries a m l l y .  

The problem didn't end there, 
howev-er. Officials suhuent ly  
found thai 27 other d e r s  had 
been earposed to P-32, although 
at a level of only 60 i n i d e s  
or less. Adld on 14 July a water 
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In &mk@i M. T, Aye of the Chadian But Gibbs says others have not 

Canada has heen meked by more Red CPOS agrees that epidemio- been able to replicate those two 
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top Worrying an 
{ Some participants in the Manhattan 

project say they have mixed feelings 
about having unleashed the nuclear 
demon 50 years ago. Not Edward 

there was little Teller, the Lawrence Livermore Na- 
tional Laboratory scientist who went 
on to play a leading role in developing 
the hydrogen bomb. 'I am sorry to 
admit, I have no regrets," Teller told a 
symposium at the National Academy 

feel the Canadians are overreqict- of Sciences on 16 July. 
ing. Clarence Gibbs of the U.S. Reflecting with other Manhattan 
National Institutes of Health project veterans on how the bomb 
says, "The risk is extremely low." changed history, Teller did express one 

qualm, however: 'I blame others for 
t the bomb]." Robert Oppenheimer, the 

by transmissible proteins called 
prions. Worldde, it strikes about 

e done our job .... Now ... it is up to 

orientation and dizzinessappx, arrior said, has given the lie to Oppenheimer's words: The atomic 
the victim dies within a year. There mb, instead of being fearful, was stabilizing." 
is no known treatment for the 

cooler on the fifth floor was iden- 
tified as the likely source. P-32, 
used to tag such biamolecules as 
DNA pr~ursors, is stored in 
locked cofltainers at NIH. 

rn&RobertGallo, 
~whow&aflootabvetheim- 
plicated water cooler, tdd Sci- 
ence tha~while~scvms pcople here 

' are w o n i e d , " ~  don't,think P- 
32 will b up elsewhere in the 
builduvg. "The cfomtnant &ling , 

is somebody an the fifth Aoot &- 
trying to hm someone (gl the 
fifth floor," G a b  said. 

"It Wt affected things on this 
floor; he said. "It's not a laughng 
matter, but at the same time you 
kind of say, 'God, what a world.' " 
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1 lnto 2. Mew plate boundary. 

Ocean Cr8ckup 
Earth now has an extra piece of 
crust. Geologists have tradition- 
ally divided'& planet's surface 
into 22 fbgting plates. But the 
nuaabef is d y  13, research- 
ers at Ci,l&a University's 
Lammt-Dohe Earth Obsewa- 
toryzeplrtmtheJmeEdund 
PlrmamyScienceLe#ers.sound 
waves seny into the cmt beIow 
the Indiw Ocpn indicate that 
the Indo-Austdian plate ha: 
split in two. 

The report confirms earliel 
hints of a split. The &st Game u 
the 1970s. when scientists dis 
covered a boad east-to-west zoru 
near the equator where the En- 
dian Ocean fl& was wqmmed 
Drilled core samples showed &a1 
thedebmation~begunabou~ 
8 million y& a. A d  in 1990 
resea&ers at Northwestern Uni 
versity,first p r d  that, judg- 
ing from the mwemeM of sur- 
roundrng plates, this area of uust 
was actually two pieces (- 
16 February 1990, p. 808). 

The crack mobablv occunec. 
after the ~&~us&ian plate 
had jammed tinderneath Asia, 
&is& the T-ibetan Plateau. 
Eventually the pressure became 
so great that this plate buckled 
andbroke. "It's &first time we've 
seen a plate boundaiy formed this 
way," says Larnont-Doherty g e  
physicist James Cochran, an au- 
thor of the report. 

Cochran's team tested the 
theory by using sound waves to 
image chunks of rock that had 
been pushed up along some 400 
faults within the possible bound- 
ary. Higher chunks on the east- 
ern side showed that the com- 
pression between sections of crust 
there was twice as intense as on 
the western end, indicating that 
indeed, two plates were moving 
and rotating independently. 


