LETTERS

From a distance

“If you want to be on television, tell them what you think
they want to hear,” says a researcher who is skeptical of
evidence of past life on Mars (right). Other writers state
that “fast transfers (taking less than a year)” of ejecta
“from Mars to Earth must have occurred numerous times
during Earth’s past.” On other topics, ‘‘sociobiological

NASA

research programs (by whatever name)” are said to have
“prospered.” And “‘restoring and strengthing cellular immunity” is advocated as a strategy
for curing AIDS, as opposed to “‘treating the consequences” of the disease with drugs.

Mars Media Mayhem

As lead author of a recent report (1) advis-
ing the National Aeronautics and Space
Administration (NASA) on a strategy for
the search for evidence of life on Mars, |
was besieged for most of the first week of
August by media representatives needing an
instant opinion on the Research Article by
D. McKay et al. (16 Aug., p. 924).

First, I should note that I am convinced
that the search for evidence of ancient life
on Mars is a rational exercise with a rea-
sonable probability of success, but that I am
equally convinced that the paper by McKay
et al., although an excellent study of mar-
tian chemistry and mineralogy, fell far short
of establishing the case for evidence of bi-
ological activity in martian meteorite
ALHB84001. Thus, my responses to the me-
dia reflected a high degree of skepticism
concerning the conclusions of McKay et al.

The printed media and radio seemed to
have no problem with my skepticism, ask-
ing generally sensible and pertinent ques-
tions and making use of a significant
amount of the material [ provided. The
television networks, on the other hand,
were less receptive. Interviews that [ taped
for NBC News and ABC News were not
used. The programs that were aired by NBC
and ABC were relentlessly upbeat and con-
tained only token criticism of the “pro-life”
interpretation. Planned appearances on
CNN and ABC Nightline were abruptly
cancelled after my skepticism had been
made public.

For scientists facing such a situation in
future, the bottom line seems to be, if you
want to be on television, tell them what you
think they want to hear. If you want the
public to know the truth, stick to print and
radio.
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Mars Meteorite Transfer:
Simulation

The possible detection of ancient life in
martian meteorite ALH84001 (D. McKay et
al., Research Article, 16 Aug., p. 924) raises
questions about the likelihood that micro-
organisms might have been transported be-
tween Earth and Mars (1). A related ques-
tion is whether martian samples (to be re-
turned by future spacecraft missions) should
be sterilized in order to protect Earth from
possible contamination. The survivability
of such organisms on their journey between
planetary habitats would depend on the
flight time, which determines the dose of
damaging cosmic rays and ultraviolet radi-
ation, and the sample size, which might
protect a meteorite’s interior from radiation
and from the heat of atmospheric entry.

In an attempt to understand the distri-
bution of cosmic-ray exposure ages of the
dozen known martian meteorites, we nu-
merically simulated the orbital histories of
more than 2000 particles launched from
Mars at speeds slightly above escape (B. J.
Gladman et al., Research Article, 8 Mar., p.
1387); these particles were followed as their
orbits evolved as a result of close planetary
encounters and distant perturbations of all
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Molecular Biology Assays
in a 96-Well Filter Bottom Plate

High

Throughput

For Nucleic

Acid Assays

Millipore's MultiScreen® Assay System
is ideal for nucleic acid applications.
When loaded with purification resins
such as soft gels or DEAE, the
microtiter plate performs like 96 mini
columns for simultaneously process-
ing samples. Fast and reliable, the
MultiScreen Assay System has been
proven in these applications:

* Genomic DNA dialysis

* M13 phage preps

* Hybridization in plate to produce
riboprobe

* Oligo clean-up / nucleotide
removal using resins

* Bacterial DNA prep for PCR

® DNA purification for sequencing

* YAC culture

® Reverse transcriptase assays

Call or fax for our published
reference list.

U.S. and Canada, call Technical
Services: 1-800-MILLPORE
(645-5476);
in Japan, call (03) 3474-9116;
in Asia, call (852) 2803-9111;
in Europe, fax: +33.88.38.91.95.

MILLIPORE

MILLIPORE LAB CATALOG ON INTERNET:
ACCESS URL MENU AND TYPE:

http://www.millipore.com/multiscreen
Circle No. 21 on Readers’ Service Card






