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French Researchers Out to Pasture? 

A law furtively enacted by the 
French Parliament in December 
could force 100 of France's lead­
ing scientists to retire up to 3 
years earlier than anticipated. 

The law, reportedly passed 
by a handful of deputies in the 
middle of the night, removes sci­
entists from the list of senior gov­
ernment professionals allowed to 
work beyond the age of 65. "It 
shows in what contempt scien­
tists are held" by the French 
government, said virologist Luc 
Montagnier, leader of the Pasteur 
Institute team that first isolated 
the AIDS virus, at a press confer­
ence in Paris on 12 February to 
protest the new rule. Montagnier 

and other top scientists are de­
manding a 3-year suspension of 
the law and its eventual repeal. 

The new law, which applies 
only to scientists in the giant re­
search agencies such as CNRS 
and INSERM, would force senior 
scientists to retire at 65 or 66 
rather than the current ceiling of 
68. The government, which pre­
sents the measure as part of its 
new research strategy, says the 
change is needed to make room 
for younger researchers, 

But Montagnier and his col­
leagues disagree, saying that 
most of the money saved on sala­
ries will be spent on pensions 
and that the law may break up 

dozens of labs whose directors 
are still active in research. Mon­
tagnier himself, chief of a CNRS 
lab at Pasteur, may have to retire 
in August 1998 at 66. Pasteur 
cancer virologist Guy de The, 
66, says that the Pasteur Institute 
might not exist if the law had 
been in effect a century ago: 
Pasteur was 65 when he founded 
it in 1888. 

Researchers have formed a 
"Collective for Action and In­
formation'1 to press their de­
mands. They're not impressed 
with offers from the CNRS to 
allow them to continue in an 
emeritus status with no direct 
research role. "We don't want to 
just sit at a desk in the corner and 
lead seminars," says Montagnier. 

Moods and Sleep 
Get a head start by rising early—or 
sleep as little as two more hours— 
and you may pay the price later in 
the day, according to a new study 
by U.S. and U.K. researchers. The 
report, published in the February 
Archives of General Psychiatry, sug­
gests that small deviations in sleep 
schedules can trigger significant 
mood shifts. 

Chronobiologists have long 
known that a person's sense of 
well-being oscillates along with 
daily fluctuations in body tem­
perature, hormone levels, and 
other functions regulated by the 
brain's circadian clock. It is also 
known that mood varies accord­
ing to the length of time a person 
has been awake. Previous stud­
ies, however, "didn't parcel out 
the effect of each mechanism," 
says Diane Boivin, a neurophysi-
ologist at Boston's Brigham and 
Women's Hospital and lead au­
thor of the report. 

Boivin and colleagues asked 
16 male and eight female volun­
teers to violate their bodies' 24.2-
hour circadian schedule by living 
in isolation chambers on 28- or 
30-hour days for several weeks. 
Although the body's clock can be 
reset—after jet travel, for ex­
ample—the cycle can't adapt to 
such a large difference in day 

length. This "forced desynchro-
nization" made it possible to 
gauge the effects of circadian and 
sleep-wake patterns separately. 

The scientists found that sub­
jects' moods brightened or dark­
ened during waking periods ac­
cording to the difference be­
tween their natural and actual 
waking times. They felt worst 
between the 6th and 18th hour 
after waking on days when, ac­
cording to their circadian clocks, 
they awoke in the late evening. 
Says Boivin, "Good synchrony 
between your waking and your 
biological clock will allow higher 

mood levels." 
"It's an important study," says 

psychiatrist Daniel Buysse, of 
the University of Pittsburgh's 
Sleep and Chronobiology Cen­
ter. "It shows that mood is not 
driven solely by the clock [or 
by] the duration of wakeful­
ness, but rather, there is a com­
plex interaction between the 
two." Psychiatrist Ellen Leiben-
luft at the National Institute of 
Mental Health plans a similar 
study using patients with manic-
depressive illness. She says: "This 
could be a road map for manipu­
lating mood." 

CHINESE GRAIN 
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Land of plenty. New analysis 
foresees no Chinese grain dearth. 

China's Grain Future 
China's recent shift from being 
a grain exporter to one of the 
world's biggest grain importers 
has inspired a lot of prognosticat­
ing about whether the shift will 
someday put a crimp on global 
supplies. While a 1995 study from 
the Worldwatch Institute of­
fered dire warnings of shortages, 
a new analysis by the Interna­
tional Food Policy Research In­
stitute (IFPRI) in Washington, 
D.Q,* predicts that China won't 
disrupt the world grain market 
after all. The report says imports, 
now at about 15 million tons a 
year (about 3% of total consump­
tion), are expected to rise to 24 
million tons by 2000 as a result 
of a reduction in agricultural re­
search efforts in the late 1980s. 

Nonetheless, IFPRI sees a 
rosy future: It notes that grain 
yields per hectare continue to 
rise, and predicts that the growth 
in grain demand will slacken as 
population growth rates decline, 
urbanization increases, and peo­
ple broaden their diets. Mark 
Rosegrant of IFPRI explains that 
while production of feed grains 
for meat-producing animals will 
rise rapidly, that is offset by a 
decline in direct grain consump­
tion. If the leadership decides to 
further expand irrigation and in­
crease agricultural research, es­
pecially the development of new 
strains of wheat, maize, and rice, 
the report predicts China will 
again be exporting grain by 2020 
(see chart). 

In contrast, the Worldwatch 

* "China's Food Economy for the 
Twenty-First Century: Supply, De­
mand, and Trade." 
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country b going to become evw 
more dependent on imports as its 
population goes from 1.2 billion 
in 1990 to almost 1.7 billion by 
2030, as c tophd is covered over 
by in- parks, and as water 
availability declines. But 0 t h  

experts don't buy the estimate by 
Worldwatch head Lester Brown 
that China, by 2030, c d  be 
importing as much as 200 mil- 
lion tons a year-equivalent to 
total curreni annual grain 
exporn. "Brown is an outlier* 
among world food prognostica- 
tors, says Harvard agricultural 
economi~t Robert PaarIberg. 
While Brown predicts a 20% 
drop in Chinese grain pduction 
between now and 2030, notes 
Paarlberg, most experts "are ex- 
pecting a 60% to 90% inaewe." 

ArHfidal lnim!IQmoe 
6sesmsial 

It's not ready to read a &tor's 
prescription, bug a new &id- 
intelligence technology devel- 
oped at the State Univenity of 
New York, Buffalo (UB), is help- 
ing the U.S. Postal -ce de- 
liver handwritten envelop more 
quickly and cheaply. 

September, with upgrades that 
may enable it to read 30% of 
hadwritten envelopes. 

Reading hadwriting has been 
anebive goal for artificial- intel- 
ligence mearchers, says UB com- 
puter scientist Sargur Srihari, 
who led the pmject. Machines 
w h  as Apple Computer's New- 
ton can translate handwriting by 
trackYlg strokes as they are made, 
but reading script, especially that 
produced by millions of hands, 
is aickier, Srihari says. 

Who's the SmWe&.af 
Them Mi? 

Arecent effort to settle the age-& 
question 'Which scientific deld 
has the most intelligent peopIe? 
has obtained some very p&- 
liminary d b .  prolect Smatty- 
pants, initiated last December by 
"mini-AIR," the o n h e  version 
of the Am& of  imp^ Re- 
s d  (fircpJ/arww.improb.eom), 
asked readers to rank academic 
discipiihes according to the in- 
telligence of their members and 

dent contended that "smart 
peaple avoid complicated prob- 
lems"-which would knoek most 
scient-ists out of the running. A 
Texas pharmacology professor 
defied the smartest people as 
those who "go where the most 
money can be made." He put 
biologigtsbt and physicists last. 
others felt engineers had the 
most mental firepower. "Engi- 
neers have to be smarter, because 
someone has to apply the ab- 
stract principles found by ehem- , 

Srihari and his teamnar- to comment on the clich6 that ists and physicists and do some- 
-11 towed down the computer's "physic& are smarter than &em: thing useful with them," noted a 

-chaw by developing a pro- m that first deciphers 
UP c& and the street 

&amber to ubring down 
iBe problem m a multiple- 
dwke question." The pro- 

" gmnsearchesadambgsefor 
- stleetmesintheZIPcde 
that hrrve the given saeet 
number and finds a pattern 
that matches the hrardwrit- 
ten word. Several algor~chms 
runatolrceandchecktheir 

A pilot system insadled at 34 results against one mother. 
mail-promsing centers aams the The ability to interpret hand- 
country last fall can read between writing is a "huge step f o m d n  
10% and 20% of script addresses, in artificial intelligence, says 
says posd service engineer Ed- computer scientist Suen Ching 
ward Kuebert The system, which of Gmcotdia University in Mon- 
saved more than $1 million in d. Ching is worhg on an- 
labor costs in December 1996, is other practical application fm it: 
to be installed at 250 sites by next deciphahg hdwr&?n checks. 

ists, and chemists are smarter 
dan bioiogiats." 

Physicists wQn hands down 
The eally of 46 respondents-a 
dozen of them in physics-related 
fields-reveals that 40% rated 
physicists as the most intelli- 
gent Mathematicians (1 1% of 
the sample) were favored by 
15%, while chemists and biolo- 
gists each captwed 6% of the top 
votes. There was amatleyassors- 
merit of other nruninatiom, in- 
chiding st-ers, school cus- 
todians, wd.-postmodem phi- 
losophers. At the other end of 
the spwmm, political scientists, 
economists, and sociologists re- 
ceived votes as least intelligent, 

AIR didn't define "smart," 
leaving room for vazious inter- 
pretations. A Swedish respon- 

chemical engineer. 
Critics were quick €0 iden- 

tify flaws in the study, includ- 
ing the small and physicist- 
loaded sample. And as one te- 
spondent pointed out, the cen- 
aal question needed refinement: 
"Is it 'Which field has the most 
people with intelligence?'-i.e., 
the largest quantity of non- 
morom-or 'Which field has 
pimple with the greatest intellk- 
gence?'-maybe one or two 
lights in a& o&erwise dark area? 

AIR inveikigators promise 
to employ more f' orous poU- 
ing techniques in%w..fume. 
Says AIR Editor Marc hbq? 
hams: "Rocket scientists and 
brain surgeons were apparently 
too smart to respond to m mi- 
ginal inquiry." 


