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Keeping Up With 2000 

Crashed computers, failed busi- 
nesses, the government tied up 
in knots. That's the picture that 
many are predicting if the coun- 
try doesn't get its act together to 
solve the "2000 problem." 

What's the problem? Most 
computers aren't ready to go into 
the next century. It seems that 
back in the dark ages of the 1960s 
and 1970s, programmers needed 
to save computer memory, so any 
programming that related to dates 
left room for only two digits for 
the year. After 99 comes 00- 
which computers will interpret as 

1900. At the time, programmers 
expected their work to be super- 
seded quickly, says an administra- 
tion official. And it was, but the 
double-digit habit persisted-in- 
deed, even the calendar in Win- 
dows 95 won't go beyond 1999. 

Government officials explain 
that 2000 could play havoc with 
all the government's date-depen- 
dent activities-such as sending 
out checks, scheduling, forecast- 
ing, and calculating benefits. With- 
out a fix, "you get erroneous results 
or your program stops completely," 
says Judith Draper of the Social 

Security Administration. For ex- 
ample, subtracting 12/31/95 from 
12/31/05 to get a 10-year old's age 
in 2005 would yield -90. 

Draper manages a year 2000 
project for Social Security, and 
similar efforts are sprouting at 
other agencies. But the complex- 
ity and cost of solving the problem 
is turning out to be mind-boggling. 
Declared a Treasurv De~amnent , . 
official at a congressional hearing 
last spring: "Neither the govern- 
ment nor industry has ever tackled 
a computer-systems problem this 
massive or pervasive." Millions of 
lines of computer code have to be 
scanned for anything related to 

Liquor-Loving Mice 
Scientists may have come a wee 
bit closer in their quest for a gene 
or genes contributing to alcohol- 
ism. Behavioral geneticists in 
Oregon have deionstrated in 
so-called knockout mice that 
the loss of a single gene that af- 
fects the neurotransmitter sero- 
tonin is enough to turn healthy 
rodents into heavy drinkers. 
"What [we] have now is proof 
that this gene is important for 
consumption," at least in mice, 
says Herman Sampson, a behav- 
ioral neuroscientist at the Bow- 
man Gray School of Medicine at 

Wake Forest University in Win- 
ston-Salem, North Carolina. 

The gene in question codes for 
the 5-HTIB serotonin receptor, a 
protein that sits on the surfaces of 
nerve cells and is thought to help 
control serotonin release, says 
John Crabbe at the Veteran's 
Affairs Medical Center in Port- 
land, Oregon. When Crabbe's col- 
league Ren6 Hen, now at Colum- 
bia Universitv, made these knock- , . 
out mice 2 years ago (Science, 23 
September 1994, p. 1875), the 
animals were found to be abnor- 
mally aggressive. Now the team 
reports in the September Nature 

Genetics that the loss of this re- 
ceptor also causes the mice to pre- 
fer liquid containing 20% etha- 
nol over tap water and to con- 
sume twice as much alcohol as 
normal mice. They had suspected 
this might be the case from 
mouse studies that have ~ointed 
to a number of genes, including 
this one, possibly linked to alco- 
holic behaviors. 

The ven for alcohol has noth- 
ing to do with taste, as the 
knockout mice show no unusual 
taste preferences, says Crabbe. 
Instead, "it appears they are 
making this selection on some 

Denuclearized. Mirai ("the future"), 
Japan's newest oceanographic re- 
search vessel and. says Japan, the 
world's largest, was launched last 
week. It was a new beginning for 
the 130-meter, 8600-ton ship, which 
began life as an experimental 
nuclear-powered ship in the early 
1970s as part of Japan's ambitiius 
plan to build some nuclear-powered 
commercial vessels. Then calied 
Mutsu, it broke down on its maiden 
voyage-and just about every time 
it put to sea thereafter. After 20 
years of breakdowns and hostile re- 
ceptions In port by nuclear-phobic 
Japanese, Mutswumored to be 
leaking radioactivity-was towed to Mutsu, its the ship, and given it a new mission. The STA- 
eponymous port, and Japan's Science and Tech- affiliated Japan Marine Science and Technology 
nology Agency (STA) threw in the towel on com- Center plans to use the Mirai'for a wide range of 
mercial nuclear vessels. They have now replaced oceanographic and meteorological observations 
the Mutsu's reactor with a diesel engine, renamed including limited sea-floor coring. 

dates; hardware engineers and 
software programmers have to 
decide how to fix the code; then 
the fixes have to be tested. Com- 
Duter scientist Kevin Schick of 
the Gartner Group, international 
consultants. has estimated that be- 
cause the task is so labor-inten- 
sive, it will end up costing the 
government between $20 billion 
and $30 billion. 

Schick says getting all ofNorth 
America's computers ready for 
2000 will cost up to $300 billion; 
the tab for the whole world he pegs 
at $600 billion. But most people 
are still behind the curve, he says: 
"All I see is hand-wringing." 

pharmacological grounds." Drink 
for drink, the knockout mice 
get less tipsy and are less likely 
to stumble than are those with 
the gene. 

The work dovetails nicely 
with findings from human stud- 
ies showing low levels of seroto- - 
nin in some alcoholics and in 
people prone to violent behav- 
ior, says Crabbe. "What this 
[finding] does is allow us to link 
aggression and alcoholism to- 
gether," says Denise Tomkins, a 
behavioral pharmacologist at 
the Addiction Research Center 
in Toronto. As such, she adds, 
the mouse will likely be used "for 
screening novel agents that have 
potential for use in the clinic" in 
treating violent alcoholics. 

Endowment for NIH 
Although it has some of the ele- 
ments of a university-a vast cam- 
pus, regular classes, and a large 
faculty-the National Institutes 
of Health (NIH) lacks one thing 
many great universities have: an 
endowment. But that may soon 
change. Last month a handful of 
biomedical leaders announced 
that they are creating a private 
fund, called the National Foun- 
dation for Biomedical Research 
(NFBR), to support special pro- 
jects at NIH. 

The NFBR has been a long 
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orbit that carries it to the solar 
system's outer reaches, but it 

Cosmic Identity Crisis 
nrc aslerotu wmrl a tail dria a 
comet without one? The as- 
tronomy community is abuzz 
over sightings of these unusual 
beasts in the last few weeks. 

The first misfit 'looks like an 
asteroid but walks like acornet," 
says Lucy McFadden, a plan- 
etary scientist at the University 
of Maryland. Like a comet, the 
object follows a cigar-shaped 

wnose om11 was penuroeo oy 
Jupiter's gravity. Detailed ob- 
servations of its orbii may tease 
out an answer, says McFadden. 
As forthe tailed object, its stable 
orbit in the asteroid belt be- 
tween Mars and Jupiter makes 
it look "outrageously like an 
asteroid," says minor-planet 
specialist Gareth Williamsof the 
Harvard-Smithsonian Center 
for Astrophysics in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts. Asteroids don't 

looks like a rocky asteroid be- strange comet or asteroid? have tails, however, so re- 
cause it lacks the usual halo searchers have officially desig- 
and tail of gas and dust that emanates from acomet's nated it a comet. But instead of being a comet's 
icy surface. Theories abound about its nature: It vaporous tail, says McFadden, this object's plume 
may be a comet whose ice is completely smothered might consist of dust from a recent collision with an 
by dust and dirt or was lost completely on previous asteroid. Careful measurements of the tail's shape and 
oassaaes around the sun-or it mav be an asteroid orientation may helo solve the riddle. 
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