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technology, and space subcommittee he chairs. That 
nearly 8 months of effort, supporters of the Gramm- 
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week that "we have to convince people 
we're not just [another mouth] at the h d -  
ing trough." 

Congress could avoid a fiscal train wreck 
by passing a budget resolution that gives ap 
propriators more to spend in 1999, or it could 
negotiate with the white House to make use of 
the growing budget surplus. But the White 
House has said surpluses should be used to 
shore up Social Security, while key Republi- 
can leaders favor tax cuts. Both sides could al- 
so agree to budget gimmicks-such as one 
tried unsuccessllly last week to make spend- 
ing on the year 2000 computer problem an 
emergency appropriation that muldn't require 
cuts to other programs. Or they could use ao 
counting changes to make more money 4- 
able in 1999, as the House Appropriations 
Committee did last week in approving a fund- 

X ing bill that covers NSF, NASA, the Environ- 
mental Prottxtion Agency, and several other 

$ programs. (The d t t e e  earmarked for sci- 
ence the additional revenue expected to be 
generated by raisii a ceiling for federal hous- 

5 
ing 1 ' g $70 million to a previously 
p l a n s m i l l i o n  increase for NSF's 
$2.5 billion research program and $10 million 

8 for m h  at the Veterans AdmbkWion.) 
Conservatives oppose such gimmicks, 

but even they may be desperate for a way out 
of the budget impasse by September as the 
November elections concentrate the minds 
of all politicians. "This is like a basketball 
g a m e i t  will all be decided in the last 4 
minutes," says one White House aide. Refer- 
ring to the president's power to veto any 
spending bill, the aide adds, "and Clinton 
holds the passes for these guys to go home." 

-ELIOT MARSHAU AND ANDREW I A W R  

Signs of Past Collapse 
Beneath Antarctic Ice 
Glaciologists have long been casting a wor- 
ried eye on the West Antarctic ice sheet 
(WAIS). Its bed is below sea level, which in 
theory makes it far less stable than the larger 
East Antarctic ice sheet. And the western 
sheet is plenty big. If it melted away in a 
greenhouse-warmed world, it would raise all 
the world's oceans bv 5 meters. Your favorite 
beach would be un&rwater--as would New 
Orleans, Miami, and Bangkok. Now the 
worries may deepen. A paper in this issue of 
Science (p. 82) c o n f i i  suspicions that in 
the recent geologic past, at a time perhaps 

not much warmer than today, the WAIS Other researchers pointed out a loose 
wasted away to a scrap and flooded the end in the claim: The diatom fossils might 
world's coasts. have blown onto the ice sheet from marine 

That implication comes from holes drilled sediments exposed on land and then- 
through kilometer-thick ice near the edge of through crevasses and ice flow-gotten 
the ice sheet. Reed Scherer and his col- carried down to the base of the ice. To 
leagues at Uppsala University in Sweden and rule out that possibility, Scherer and his 
Slawek Tulaczyk and his colleagues at the colleagues have now analyzed sediments 
California Institute of Technology in Pasade- from the bottom of nine holes spread over 
na report that the muddy bed of the ice sheet 10 kilometers of the ice sheet. Four of 
yielded fossils of microscopic marine plants them had young, marine diatoms. These 
along with isotopes showing that the sediments had none of the 
fossils were deposited under open wa- Antarctic lake diatoms 
ters. The' age of the fossils shows that would accompany 
that the ice was gone, making way larine diatoms if 
for open ocean, sometime in the last ' Pa"" hey had been car- 
1.3 million years, presumably during a ried to the base of 
warm period between ice ages, like the 4 Antarctic ice, which 
present. "Can this ice implies a different 
sheet change a lot?" r source for the marine 
asks glaciologist Richard diatoms. 
Alley of Pennsylvania 

I 
The diatom-contain- 

State University, Univer- ing sediments were al- 
sity Park. The answer, so the only ones that 
he says, is yes: "It is a contained significant 
high-impact, low-proba- amounts of the radioac- 
bility event, but it could tive isotope beryllium-10. 
happen." Beryllium-10 is a hall- 

Scherer's new analy- mark of sediments re- 
sis backs up a claim he cently deposited beneath 
made 8 years ago, after an open sea, says Scherer. 
the first hole was drilled Made in the atmosphere 
through the thin edge of by cosmic rays, it attach- 
the sheet 700 kilometers es to particles in seawa- 
inland from the open ter that sink to the bot- 
sea. Scherer had sorted tom; far too little berylli- 
through the microscopic um-10 was found in the 
remains of diatoms- overlying ice for wind- 
single-celled plants that blown beryllium to have 
grow in the ocean's sun- been the source. Scher- 
lit surface waters-in Not Long for this world? Greenhouse er's analysis of the di- 

warming could destroy the Ross Ice Shelf. atoms and bery ilium the mud from beneath ice sMf knmu the He found Antarctic ice sheet, whose bed is mainly make it "highly, highly 
diatoms that lived in the sea level (map,. unlikely there is any 
open sea more than 5 windblown" contribution 
Allion years ago, when 
a cooling climate f i t  fostered the growth 
of the WAIS. But there was also a smatter- 
ing of species that appeared in Antarctic wa- 
ters more recently, since 1.3 million years 
ago. Scherer took their presence as evidence 
that the ice had retreated at least 700 kilo- 
meters sometime within the past 1.3 million 
years. And as glaciologist Robert Bind- 
schadler of NASA's Goddard Space Flight 
Center in Greenbelt, Maryland, points out, 
after a retreat of that scale, "there wouldn't 
be much room left for an ice sheet." 

to the samples, says Al- 
ley. "I feel that Scherer has addressed almost 
all the criticisms," adds diatom specialist 
John Barron of the U.S. Geological Survey 
in Menlo Park, California. 

From the diatom species in the sediment, 
Scherer argues that the area was ice-free and 
underwater as recently as the last 600,000 
years. The most likely time, he adds, might 
be the brief but exceptionally warm interval 
between ice ages 400,000 years ago. But 
Barron doesn't think the diatom species al- 
low the retreat of the ice to be pinned down 
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