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No longer in flux. Hanford research reactor will be de-
commissioned.

needs. “The department remains committed
to its core nuclear science and technology
role,” said Energy Secretary Bill Richardson
in a written statement. “We expect to meet
the nation’s foreseeable needs for years to
come using our current facilities.”

The decision to scrap the Hanford reac-
tor, which had become a partisan issue,
came as something of a surprise. A draft
version of the environmental impact state-
ment released this summer described a
rapidly growing need for medical isotopes
and raised concerns of future shortages. It
also said that NASA needs continuous sup-
plies of plutonium-238 to power batteries for
deep-space scientific missions. The FFTE, it
noted, could easily fill both these needs and
also conduct nuclear research.

At public meetings, however, FFTF op-
ponents argued that DOE had overestimated
the need for both types of materials, and that
other sources were plentiful. They also noted
that NASA is planning to switch to a new
space battery technology that will need only
2 to 3 kilograms a year of PU-238. Such a
small quantity could easily be purchased
from Russia at just $10 million a kilogram, a
fraction of the cost of restarting FFTF.

To defray costs, DOE officials searched
for companies willing to lease reactor beam-
time to make the isotopes needed for diag-
nostic procedures and cancer treatments, as
is done at other reactors for other isotopes.
Although several companies seemed inter-
ested, DOE undersecretary for nuclear ener-
gy William Magwood said that none provid-
ed the firm commitment DOE needed to
proceed with the FFTF restart.

Richardson is expected to ratify the de-
partment’s announcement next month before
the Clinton Administration leaves office.
That would set the stage for officials to
drain the reactor’s sodium coolant, after
which the reactor cannot be restarted. But
supporters, including local officials who
lament the loss of jobs, haven’t thrown in
the towel. Gerald Pollet, head of an environ-
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mental group that has led the fight
against FFTF, says he is wary of
last-ditch efforts to undo Richard-
son’s decision. “It’s not a done
deal,” says Pollet, whose Heart of
America Northwest is preparing le-
gal action to preserve DOE’s posi-
tion. He notes that Senator Slade
Gorton (R-WA), whose status de-
pends on the results of a recount,
has been a longtime supporter and
that a Bush Administration might
well appoint an energy secretary
who favors restarting the reactor.
Even if the FFTF fades away,
however, DOE may be facing oth-
er reactor battles. DOE officials
plan to spend $60 million on a
conceptual design and research program
over the next 2 years for a new neutron ac-
celerator facility, at a site not yet selected,
that could provide a backup supply of tri-
tium as well as break down high-level ra-
dioactive nuclear wastes into less danger-
ous byproducts. Senator Pete Domenici
(R-NM) led efforts to add the money to
this year’s budget over the objections of the
Clinton Administration, which wanted the
funds for other domestic programs.
—ROBERT F. SERVICE

[NIH]
Higher Profile for
Minority Health

For years, some biomedical groups and
health activists have pushed the National In-
stitutes of Health (NIH) to devote more at-
tention to the health of U.S. minorities. Last
week, they got their wish: President Bill
Clinton signed into law a measure that ele-
vates NIH’s office of minority health to the
National Center on Minority Health and
Health Disparities. The move comes with
the promise of a bigger budget and greater
autonomy to pursue studies on why blacks,
Hispanics, and other groups suffer dispro-

portionately high rates of diseases such as
heart disease, prostate cancer, and diabetes.

NIH created the Office of Research on
Minority Health (ORMH) as an administra-
tive home for minority health activities in
1990, but put it on a short leash. It’s part of
the director’s office, and it must broker part-
nerships with other institutes to fund any
studies. Former NIH Director Harold Var-
mus objected to the idea of creating a center
devoted to minority health research, arguing
that the problems would be better addressed
by NIH-wide initiatives (Science, 28 April,
p. 596). But some legislators felt that a cen-
ter was needed to give health disparities
studies the attention they deserved. After a
previous attempt by Representative Jesse
Jackson Jr. (D-IL) fell short, Senators Ed-
ward Kennedy (D-MA) and Bill Frist
(R-TN) prevailed on their colleagues, win-
ning final passage of S. 1880 on 31 October.

The new law gives the center the power
to award grants for basic and clinical re-
search independently of other institutes. It
also dangles the promise of a doubled bud-
get in 2 years. Although the bill authorizes
$100 million—not much more than
ORMH’s current $87 million—"“the intent
is that it will be [$100 million] over and
above the current budget,” says a staffer for
Kennedy. Appropriators have already start-
ed the ball rolling, putting $117 million for
the center into the 2001 funding bill for
NIH that is still pending, according to Dale
Dirks of the Association of Minority
Health Professional Schools.

Another provision will forgive up to
$35,000 a year in student loans for any re-
searcher conducting studies of health dispari-
ties. James Hildreth, a molecular immunolo-
gist who’s leaving an administrative position
at Johns Hopkins University to become assis-
tant director of the center, says the provision
“allows more people to make the choice” to
study the issue. The legislation also autho-
rizes about $50 million for other Department
of Health and Human Services agencies to
study ways to reduce disparities in health care

Center of attention. Past and current health officials gather to watch President Bill Clinton sign a

bill creating a new NIH minority health center.
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outcomes and to educate physicians on treat-
ing minority populations.

The changes will give the center “more
impact, more influence, more power,” says
Anthony Fauci, head of the National Insti-
tute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases.
Fauci and NIH acting deputy director
Yvonne Maddox are leading a working
group examining health disparities research
across the institutes that will help shape
NIH’s priorities for addressing health dis-
parities in 2002.

Although major biomedical lobbying
groups have pushed for the center’s creation,
some observers question the decision by NIH
principal deputy director Ruth Kirschstein to
put longtime ORMH director John Ruffin in
charge instead of conducting a national com-
petition. Ruffin has fought successfully to
fund specific studies and establish new clini-
cal centers at historically black medical
schools, but a source who requested
anonymity says he’s “not very aggressive in
moving the agenda.” However, others say that
Ruffin’s familiarity with top NIH officials
could be critical to the center’s success. “It
seems prudent to me to maintain the core in-
frastructure of the office to ensure a smooth
transition,” says Keith Norris, a clinical re-
searcher at Charles R. Drew University of
Science and Medicine in Los Angeles.

—JOCELYN KAISER
With reporting by Laura Helmuth.

Where the Brain
Monitors the Body

As any klutz will attest, coordination is
complicated. Just to keep track of their
limbs, for example, people and animals use
information from several senses, such as vi-
sion, touch, and proprioception, which tells
them their body’s position. Indeed, large
portions of the brain are devoted to keeping
track of these sensations and dictating the
body’s movements. “As you interact with the
world, you need constant information about
where the body is,” says neurophysiologist
Lawrence Snyder of Washington University
in St. Louis. Researchers haven’t known ex-
actly where all those signals are integrated,
but now a team may have located some of
the neurons that first make these multi-
sensory connections.

On page 1782, a team led by psycholo-
gist Michael Graziano of Princeton Univer-
sity reports evidence that a small region of
the parietal cortex of the monkey brain
known as area 5 may enable the monkey to
integrate many sources of information
about its body and thereby update its mental
model of what the body is doing. The re-
searchers based this conclusion on their
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finding that some area 5 neurons fire at
their fastest rates when the visual feedback
from a monkey’s arm matches the sensory
feedback, an indication that the neurons are
sensitive to both streams of information.

Neuroscientists had
suspected for some
time that parts of the
parietal cortex, locat-
ed below the crown of
the head, might be in-
volved in maintaining a
coherent representation
of the body. One indica-
tion of this came from
instances in which peo-
ple with damage in the
parietal cortex fail to
recognize one of their
limbs. Such patients
might wake up star-
tled, thinking some-
one put a fake leg in
the bed.

Graziano and his
colleagues were in-
spired to look for multisensory neurons a few
years ago when they uncovered “roundabout
evidence” that neurons in another movement
area, called the premotor cortex, are sensitive
to both vision and proprioception. If neurons
in areas that process the body’s movement and
sensations also respond directly to vision, they
reasoned, such neurons might be key to inte-
grating the different kinds of signals that pro-
vide a coherent model of the body. Graziano
and colleagues then decided to track down
where this integration starts—where in the
brain’s body-sensory system vision first
makes an appearance.

To do this, the researchers devised a
technique for giving a monkey information
from both vision and proprioception; this
would enable the researchers to identify
neurons that are sensitive to whether the in-
formation matches. After fitting the mon-
key with a long collar that restricts its near-
body vision, the researchers hide one of the
animal’s arms beneath a shallow ledge.
They then place a realistic, stuffed monkey
arm or other objects on top of the ledge, ei-
ther in the same position as the hidden arm
or on the other side of the body. Because of
the collar, the fake arm might appear, from
the monkey’s perspective, to be coming
from its own body.

When the researchers recorded the re-
sponses of single neurons in area 5 of the
monkey’s brain, they found cells that are
sensitive to whether the sight of a fake arm
matches the feel of its real arm. Neurons
that respond to one arm didn’t change their
firing rate when the researchers placed apple
slices on the ledge or lined the fake arm up
with the monkey’s other, also hidden, arm.

flipped arms.

Mismatched. Neurons in area 5 aren't fooled by

But when the fake arm was aligned in the
same position as the real, hidden, arm, 29%
of the neurons changed their firing rate.
What’s more, these neurons weren’t
fooled by mismatched arms: Right-arm—
sensitive neurons didn’t fire strongly when a
fake left arm was put in the right arm’s place;
likewise, no neurons ramped up their firing
if the fake arm was placed in a different posi-
tion than the real arm, say, with the palm
near the animal’s body rather than the shoul-
der. And neurons upstream of area 5—those
that participate in earlier stages of body-
sensation processing—didn’t respond
to the fake arm at all, suggesting
that area 5 is the first to integrate
different streams of input.

Earlier research had shown
that area S responds to
proprioceptive sig-
nals, says Snyder,
but this new result
suggests that “the
information pro-
cessed by area 5 is
more multisensory,
more abstract” than simple proprioception.
And if area 5 neurons integrate signals from
many channels, Snyder says, they might be
the first stages of a “representation of where
the body is in space.”

—LAURA HELMUTH

Disease Data Stolen
In Lab Break-In

NEW DELHI—The hard drives of nine com-
puters, containing epidemiological data
gathered from around India, have been
stolen from the Indian Council of Medical
Research (ICMR). The missing data, stored
on personal computers in the council’s Epi-
demiological and Communicable Diseases
(ECD) unit, include published and unpub-
lished information collected by 16 regional
centers on the incidence of AIDS, malaria,
tuberculosis, and other killers. Health offi-
cials say they have no idea who stole the
drives, or for what purpose.

The hard drives were removed on the night
of 10 November from the ICMR’s third-floor
offices. The thieves systematically dismem-
bered functional computers after breaking
open locks to as many as six different rooms
but did not touch other, more expensive
equipment on the premises. They also left
undisturbed the council’s main bioinformatics
computer center on the ground floor.

ECD chief Lalit Kant says he is “heart-
broken” by the break-in, which represents
the loss of years of “sweat and blood.” Indi-
vidual data sets still exist in the regional
centers, he notes, but what is now missing is
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