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had the neuroscience. I had it all." When she 
realized that Tallal's results were being dis- 
played in four abstracts and a poster, Blakeslee 
says she decided that 70 wait an extra 3 weeks 
. . . just didn't seem right." The Times pub- 
lished Blakeslee's detailed story. Science 
agreed that it did not constitute an embargo 
break and published Tallal's paper about a 
month later (Science, 5 January 1996, p. 77). 

Sometimes, however, a low-key warning 
can be enough to persuade a researcher not 
even to give a talk at a scientific meeting. 
That apparently happened in two cases in- 
volving Cell. Molecular biologist Nathaniel 
Landau and his colleague Richard Koup had 

found a mutation in human cells that enabled 
patients to resist the AlDS virus, and Landau 
wanted to present the data at the international 
AIDS meeting in Vancouver, Canada, in 
1996. But because Landau had submitted a 
paper to Cell, he first checked with Cell Edi- 
tor Benjamin Lewin. Landau recalls a polite 
but unnerving reply: Presenting the data, he 
was to14 "might make it a little more =cult 
for us to publish your paper." That was all it 
took to silence him. 

In an earlier case, a colleague of James 
German of the New York Blood Center in 
New York City decided not to give a sched- 
uled talk on the discovery of a Bloom's syn- 

A Media Darling Thrives 
on Publicity 

In astronomy, where funding can depend on press clips, embargoes and a 
tradition of rapid communication are sometimes in conflict 

Knowledge is power, as the philosopher and how they assign priority for discoveries, and 
statesman Francis Bacon realized in the 16th how they secure funding for projects. 
century. Embargoed knowledge can bring As in other fields, the institutions that im- 
even greater power-as science adrninistra- pose the embargoes-in this case NASA, the 
tors, publicists, and journal editors have real- sponsors of astronomy meetings, and jour- 
ized in the late 20th century. The practice of nals such as Science and Natu-are often 
embargoing information to increase its im- in conflict, and astronomers can get caught 
pact touches all scientific dis- n in the crossfire. At the same 
ciplines. But nowhere do em- time, the wide availability of 
bargoes, and the people who information on the Internet 
enforce them, influence the and at conferences is ma& it 
public release of results as more and more difficult to 
completely as in the publicity- keep stories secret while they 
saturated field of astronomy. are under embargo. Indeed, 

Only in astronomy could some of the field's most presti- 
one research team's looming gious journals, including The 
press conference-an event or- Astrophysical Journal, have 
chestrated by NASA-force another team to decided that it's so hard to maintain secrecy 
forgo peer review before publicizing its new that they have relaxed once-strict rules 
discovery. Only in astronomy could the po- against prepublication publicity. 
tential loss in press coverage caused by a Behind the jockeying for press attention 
leaky embargo raise concerns about the con- lies one factor that sets astronomy apart: Pub- 
tinued funding of an experiment costing licity can be closely tied to funding. Guenter 
hundreds of millions of dollars. And perhaps Riegler, chief scientist for mission operations 
only in astronomy could one team's results be and data analysis in the Office of Space Sci- 
unveiled at an embargoed press conference as ence at NASA headquarters in Washington, 
a "first" when another team had submitted D.C., confirms that potential and actual me- 
similar results to a journal months earlier. dia attention, under the rubric of "public out- 

All of these things have happened in as- reach," plays a role in determining the fate of 
tronomy in the past year, And although it is satellites that have been proposed or are al- 
difficult to imagine the same problems arising ready flying. "When we review various mis- 
in, say, condensed-matter physics, the differ- sions side by side to see which ones we 
ence is only one of degree: As a media dar- should continue and which ones not, that's 
ling, astronomy simply faces an outsized ver- one of the considerations we give:' he says. 
sion of conflicts that are cropping up in many "That's a part of our formal policy." 
fields. The magnifying glass of astronomy But whereas Riegler says success in the 
shows that embargoes and publicity change media is a "small component" in determin- 
how scientists communicate with each other, ing that fate, an internationally known astro- 

drome gene at a meeting in 1995 after get- 
ting advice from Lewin. German, whose 
group had a paper pending at Cell, says, 
"Cell didn't threaten us," but Lewin did tele- 
phone, and the talk was canceled (Science, 
10 November 1995, p. 909). In an e-mail, 
Lewin declined to discuss with Science these 
cases or any of Cell's policies on embargoes. 

"The journals are very powerful," Lan- 
dau says. "At Science, Nature, or Cell, if the 
editor says to you, 'We want you to do this,' 
or 'We don't want you to do this,' you kind 
of have to do it, because . . . it might jeopar- 
dize your paper." -ELIOT MAW 
With reporting by James Clanz. 

physicist says pressure to promote the agen- 
cy is intense in a climate in which NASA 
operating funds are chronically scarce. "Of- 
ficials from NASA headquarters come to 
the user groups for the different missions 
and tell them flat out, 'If you want your mis- 
sion to continue, you'd better get more 
prominent press coverage than you have up 
to now. You're not keeping up; television is 
everything,' " says this astrophysicist. 

National press coverage can also ensure 
prosperity for university research programs, 
says Charles Telesco, an astronomer at the 
University of Florida, Gainesville. After his 
team's work was written up in a Newsweek 
cover story, says Telesco, funds, university re- 
sources like graduate students and equipment, 
and the benefits of visibility flowed more 
k l y  from state foundations, deans' offices, 
and at least one national funding agency. But 
Telesco says the publicity came at a price: To 
keep up with NASA's publicity machine, his 
group had to bypass peer review at a scholarly 
journal before promoting its results. 

The story began on the night of 18 
March, when Telesco, Ray Jayawardhana of 
the Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astro- 
physics in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and . 
others, using a telescope at the Cerro Tololo 
Inter-American Observatory in Chile, saw a 
dusty disk where planets might be forming 
around a star called HR 4796A. After some 
deliberation, the team decided to submit its 
results to either Science or Natu-journals 
with relatively quick turnaround times. But 
Telesco soon discovered that those publica- 
tion times would not be quick enough: He 
learned not only that a team including 
Michael Werner of the California Institute 
of Technology in Pasadena had pho- 
tographed the same disk at about the same 
time using the Keck I1 Telescope in Hawaii, 
but also that NASA-whose "Origins" pro- 
gram funded the team's work-had sched- 
uled an embargoed press conference on Cal- 
tech's results for 21 April. 

That put Telesco in a difficult position: If 
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he waited for peer review to run its course, 
his team's discovery would be eclipsed by the 
NASA announcement and Science or Nature 
probably wouldn't publish the paper anyway, 
because the fidings would no longer be nov- 
el. "We were caught in a trap," he says. 

Eventually Telesco's team was invited to 
join the press conference, which he says 
went well. Instead of sending the paper to 
Nature, Telesco sent it to Astrophysical Jour- 
nal Letters, but he says the resulting delay in 
publication cost other astronomers a chance 

. to read the peer-reviewed paper and observe 
the disk before it disappeared behind the sun 
for the season. Werner, who stresses the edu- 
cational value of the announcement for the 
public, feels differently. "To me, the most 
grahfjmg thing was that there was an edito- 
rial in the Los Angeles Emes--not just an ar- 
ticle but an honest-@-God editorial-saying 
this is the kind of exciting work NASA 
should be involved in," he says. 

The issue of peer review is a sensitive 
one for Edward Weiler, NASA's acting asso- 
ciate administrator for space science and the 
person who controls all the agency's Space 
Science Updates-major press conferences. 
(Weiler is also scientific director of the Ori- 
gins program.) On 4 June, Weiler was harsh- 
ly criticized in a Nature editorial for again 
skipping outside peer review and rushing to 
give a press conference on the possible first 
image of an extrasolar planet (Science, 5 
June, p. 1531). Weiler says he is often 
"torn" between his scientific training and 
the benefits of presenting credible discover- 
ies quickly. But as to the Nature editorial, he 
says: "A British journal telling NASA and 
the American taxpayers how to get science 
to our benefactors takes a little moxie." 

Sometimes, however, the Science and 
Nature embargoes are themselves at issue. 
Last spring, thanks to the Internet alerts 
called International Astronomical Union 
Circulars, it became widely known that two 
Dutch researchers had discovered the first 
millisecond x-ray pulsar-a rapidly spin- 
ning stellar hulk emitting blips of energetic 
radiation. When the news side of Science 
decided to report on the work, the lead re- 
searcher was forced to decline comment be- 
cause a paper on the find was under review 
at Nature and therefore embargoed. 

Every other astrophysicist in the world, 
however, was Was to comment for the Science 
story (22 May, p. 1193)-and several did, 
sometimes after checking with the embargoed 
researchers. "I was in very close contact with 
the authors," says Frederick Lamb of the Uni- 

$ versity of Illinois, Urbana-Chanpugn. Lamb 
5 says he assured himself that, by speaking 
2 about the results, he would not jeopardize ei- 

ther the paper's acceptance or the press release 
that Nature later issued before the paper was 

? fm published on 23 July. The question of 

merage in the popular press was paramount, to work in synchrony, says Maran, so a par- 
because the continued operation of the satel- ticular editor can justify fiding space for a 
lite that detected the pdw--the $195 million story and need not fear being scooped. 
Rossi X-ray Timing Explorer-was up for Maran distributes electronic press releas- 
NASA review last summer. es on astronomy that he receives from uni- 

The release did garner a burst of press at- versities and research i n s t i t u t i o~ f t en  at a 
tention, and whether coincidentally or not, rate of several a day -4  a list of over 1000 
the satellite passed its review. But the embar- reporters, editors, and public-relations spe- 
go system at both Science and Nature "com- cialists. At AAS meetings he also arranges 
plicates matters enormously for us," says one regular press conferences that are heavily at- 
prominent astronomer who asked not to be tended by the press. Both the releases and 
named. "To me the whole thing just seems the press conferences a? usually embargoed 
very childish," says the astronomer, who sees and often receive extensive coverage. 
embargoes as inconsistent with the ideals of As useful as reporters (including this 
open communication in science. one) have found Maran's press conferences, 

Even when astronomers shun Internet they too have caused their share of contro- 
publication, however, the increasing number versy. In a common hazard of science report- 
of reporters attending scientific ing, some results pre- 
meetings often makes it impossi- sented with much fan- 
ble to keep secrets. During a talk 
at an American Physical Society I fare later turn out to be 

wrong. But one embar- 
meeting last April, Caltech's 
Shrinivas Kulkarni told hundreds 
of physicists that his group had 
found the distance to a tremen- I 

I goed press conference 
at an AAS meeting in 
Washington, D.C., last 
Januarv went further- 
announcing a "discov- 
ery" that had already 
been discovered. The 
work focused on a sort 
of warm glow permeat- 
ing the universe, called 
the cosmic infrared 

(IR) background radiation. 
The previous October, a team led by 

Man: Davis of the University of California, 
Berkeley, had submitted a paper to The As- 
trophysical Journal in which the IR back- 

Cover story. Michael Werner at a NASA press ground was teased out of public data ob- 
conference that led to a Newsweek cover. tained by NASA's Cosmic Background Ex- 

plorer satellite (COBE). But in the 9 Jan- 
dous gamma ray blast at the edge of the visi- uary press conference, a team led by 
ble universe. In the middle of his talk, just Michael Hauser of the Space Telescope Sci- 
before spilling the beans about the discovery, ence Institute in Baltimore, whose own 
Kulkarni asked any reporters in the audience 
not to cover his remarks: NASA had ~lanned 
a press conference to coincide with k s  forth- 
coming paper in Nature. A reporter who was 
present did cover the story (Science, 24 
April, p. 5 14). An ''embargoed'' NASA press 
conference took place 2 weeks later. 

Despite the increasing porosity of em- 
bargoes, the person many regard as the sin- 
gle most influential promoter of astronomi- 
cal research in the United States believes 
most science reporters and editors find em- 
bargoes far too useful to undermine the sys- 
tem intentionally. "It's hard to decide what is 
a big story in pure science, so you look at 
what the competition's doing," says Stephen 
Maran, an astronomer who is now assistant 
director of space sciences at the NASA 
Goddard Space Flight Center in Greenbelt, 
Maryland, the press officer of the American 
Astronomical Society (AAS), and a science 
writer himself. Embargoes induce the media 

manuscript had been submitted on 5 Jan- 
uary, announced the "first defitive detec- 
tion" of the IR background in the same data. 

When pressed by reporters, Hauser con- 
ceded that his results were consistent with 
Davis's but said his team had done a more 
complete analysis of the data. Davis does 
not dispute that contention, although at the 
time he shot back that "the only thing they 
have that we don't is their public-relations 
machine" (Science, 9 January, p. 165). 
Hauser, whose team built the COBE instru- 
ment that origmilly gathered the data, em- 
phasizes that  the ~erkeley work was men- 
tioned in the mess conference. "I believe we 
were intellectually honest," he says. 

Maran says he did not know about Davis's 
paper while arranging the press conference 
and that there should not be a problem in as- 
signing priority for the discovery. "I don't 
think pnxedence in science depends on your 
press clippings," says Maran. -- GLANZ 
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