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tion and methodology of the research are 
left to the judgment of the researchers 
themselves, and proposals are subject to 
peer review. The government shares the 
cost of these efforts and so encourages 
the critical connection between scientific 
excellence and industrial purposes. 

EDWARD E. DAVID, JR. 
Exxon Research and Engineering 
Company, Florham Park, 
New Jersey 07932 

Fossils in Asphalt 

The Research News article "Work on 
U.S. oil sands heating up" (14 Mar., p. 
1191) does not address a little known 
but very important environmental prob- 
lem associated with surface deposits 
of asphalt. Many such sites, Rancho La 
Brea in Los Angeles being the best 
known, contain areas where prehistoric 
asphalt seeps have caught and preserved 
excellent samples of past biota. At Ran- 
cho La Brea the variety of remains in- 
clude a wide range of well-preserved late 
Pleistocene specimens: pollen, diatoms, 
seeds, leaves, wood, mollusks, ostra- 
cods, a tremendous variety of insects, 
and vertebrates from stickleback fishes 
to mammoths. Anthropological-archeo- 
logical specimens include a 9000-year- 
old human skeleton (1) and a variety of 
younger artifacts, those of bone and 
wood being especially important. This 
type of deposit yields an extremely 
complete biotic record unusually suited 
to detailed paleoecological studies. 

Other fossiliferous asphalt deposits 
are found in California, Texas, Peru, 
Trinidad, the Caucasus region of the 
Soviet Union, and Iran [those in the 
Zagros Mountains of southern Iran 
range in age from the Late Miocene 
to Recent (2)]. Of these, three are 
or will soon be adversely affected by 
commercial exploitation as petroleum 
resources: McKittrick in California, the 
Trinidad "lakes," and Talara in Peru. 

The hydrocarbon-saturated diatomite 
at McKittrick is partially overlain by late 
Pleistocene to Recent asphalt flows con- 
taining a rich assemblage of plants, in- 
vertebrates, and vertebrates. With the 
cooperation of the Getty Oil Company, 
an environmental impact report was pre- 
pared (3) which includes plans for the 
salvage and preservation of the portion 
of the deposit owned by Getty Oil. I do 
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not know whether similar action will be 
taken in areas owned by other com- 
panies. Relatively few specimens are 
known from the Trinidad deposits, but 
their potential is enormous. The Royal 
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Ontario Museum has collected thou- 
sands of specimens from Talara, which 
appear to be only a small fraction of 
what could be recovered. These de- 
posits have been mined for many years 
to provide road-building materials (the 
fossils serving as gravel), a practice that 
reportedly continues to this day (4). 

Many areas with surface deposits of 
asphalt have never been critically exam- 
ined to determine if they might have as- 
sociated fossil deposits. The excellent 
preservation of a wide variety of life 
characteristic of fossiliferous breas and 
their known geologic span of Late Mio- 
cene to Recent make them extremely im- 
portant paleontological resources. All 
such areas marked for development 
should be carefully checked or we might 
well lose unique and irreplaceable rec- 
ords of the past. 

WILLIAM A. AKERSTEN 

George C. Page Museum, 
Los Angeles, California 90036 
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Room Temperature 

While recently conducting some com- 
monly used assays for proteins and car- 
bohydrates, the portion of the protocol 
requiring the samples to "sit at room 
temperature" for a designated time 
raised an interesting thought. 

In light of President Carter's recent 
extension of the Emergency Building 
Temperature Restrictions Plan, I would 
like to suggest the following. "Room 
temperature" should no longer be as- 
sumed to be approximately 21?C, but to 
fall into three major categories: (i) 
spring-fall room temperature (March- 
May, September-November), 21?C: (ii) 
summer room temperature (June-Au- 
gust), 25.6?C; and (iii) winter room tem- 
perature (December-February), 18.3?C, 
except during unoccupied periods, when 
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