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U.S. Instruments Fly 

On  Soviet S p a c e c r a f t  

A unique episode in US.-Soviet 
scientific cooperation was revealed 
last month by astronomers at the Uni- 
versity of Chicago. For more than a 
year, a team led by astrophysicist 
John Simpson has been working 
closely with Soviet scientists to put 
US,  instruments aboard twin Soviet 
spacecraft that will rendezvous with 
Halley's comet in 1986. The col- 
laboration was announced when 
the spacecraft were successfully 
launched shortly before Christmas. 

The chance to fly the instruments 
aboard the Soviet Vega spacecraft 
arose in a surprising way. Simpson 
had developed a highly sensitive 
method for measuring the density and 
mass distribution of dust particles in a 
comet's tail, but because the United 
States had decided not to send a 
spacecraft to explore Halley's comet, 
there seemed little chance that it 
would be used. 

Simpson went to an international 
symposium in Holland in September 
1983 to describe the method, in the 
hopes that the European Space 
Agency could find room for an instru- 
ment on a spacecraft it is planning to 
send to Halley's comet. The European 
plans were already too far along to 
accommodate Simpson's experiment, 
however. 

About a month after the sympo- 
sium, Simpson got a surprise when he 
received a telex from the head of the 
Soviet space institute, inviting him to 
fly the instruments on the Vega 
spacecraft. 

The Reagan Administration sig- 
naled its approval in March, and 
Simpson secured a grant of some 
$300,000 from the National Aeronau- 
tics and Space Administration. Two 
months later, he personally delivered 
a working prototype of the instruments 
to the Soviet Union. The two space- 
craft carrying the analyzers were 
launched on 15 and 22 December, 
and they will rendezvous with the 
comet in March 1986. 

A direct telex link was established 
between Simpson's lab and Moscow 
to help plan and design the instru- 
ments, modify the software for the 
spacecraft's computers, and ensure 
that the instruments would fit in with 

Regulatory Structure for 
Biotechnology Proposed 

Mindful that biotechnology compa- 
nies will soon market an abundance of 
new products and that foreign compe- 
tition will be intense, the federal gov- 
ernment recently issued a report that 
proposes, it hopes, a coherent regula- 
tory policy to foster this maturing in- 
dustry. In the report, the federal gov- 
ernment outlines how its agencies 
plan to review and regulate these 
products, which include drugs, chemi- 
cals, pesticides, and organisms. The 
report suggests, for example, that 
several federal agencies establish 
their own review groups similar to the 
existing Recombinant DNA Advisory 
Committee at the National Institutes of 
Health (NIH). 

The White House Office of Science 
and Technology Policy, which is coor- 
dinating the government-wide effort, 
published the report in the 31 Decem- 
ber Federal Register. Recent court 
decisions barring certain biotechnolo- 
gy experiments have heightened con- 
cern about the regulation of gene- 
splicing products. The 51 -page report 
describes how the Food and Drug 
Administration, the Environmental 
Protection Agency, and the U.S. De- 
partment of Agriculture plan to apply 
current laws, regulations, and guide- 
lines as they pertain to research, de- 
velopment, marketing, shipment, use, 
or disposal of biotechnology products. 
The comment period is open until 1 
April. 

The report proposes a new struc- 
ture to review biotechnology process- 
es and products. The NIH advisory 
committee currently reviews propos- 
als for recombinant DNA experiments 
at federally funded institutions. Com- 
panies voluntarily submit research 
proposals. The federal government 
now proposes to clone the NIH com- 
mittee and establish similar commit- 
tees at the Environmental Protection 
Agency, the Food and Drug Adminis- 
tration, the US.  Department of Agri- 
culture, and the National Science 
Foundation. Each agency committee 
would principally include scientists ex- 
perienced in biotechnology. The NIH 
committee would continue to review 
gene-splicing experiments related to 
biomedical research. At the National 
Science Foundation, which funds a 

substantial amount of genetic engi- 
neering research, a review committee 
would be established to examine the 
potential environmental effects of ba- 
sic biotechnology research on a case- 
by-case basis. 

All the agency committees would 
report to a parent committee, a bio- 
technology science board. The board, 
comprised of two members from each 
committee, would be created to en- 
sure scientific consistency among the 
agencies and address broad issues in 
the science of genetic engineering. It 
would be chartered by the Depart- 
ment of Health and Human Services 
and report to the assistant secretary 
of health. 

Other than that, the report contains 
no major surprises because the agen- 
cies have openly discussed their pro- 
posals while the report was being pre- 
pared during the past 6 months. The 
three regulatory agencies say that ex- 
isting law provides them adequate au- 
thority to regulate and that no new 
legislation is needed. Each says that 
biotechnology products will be regulat- 
ed basically by the same laws and 
regulations that govern similar products 
produced by conventional methods. 
Biotechnology products, however, will 
be reviewed case by case. 

The proposed policy by EPA 
hedges on a point on which the agen- 
cy previously has taken a stronger 
position. The agency has indicated 
that it would exercise oversight au- 
thority over biotechnology products 
manufactured by a variety of genetic 
engineering techniques, but now EPA 
has drawn back a little at the urging of 
the Office of Management and Bud- 
get. EPA now says it is not clear 
whether several of these techniques 
are actually subject to regulation and 
is seeking comment. The techniques 
in question include transformation, 
transduction, transfection, conjuga- 
tion, and methods of plasmid transfer, 
EPA also says that it believes prod- 
ucts of gene deletion should be sub- 
ject to federal law governing toxic 
substances, but it asks for more dis- 
cussion. An example of such a prod- 
uct, EPA says, is a bacterium modi- 
fied by University of California re- 
searchers to prevent frost formation 
on plants. In this case, however, EPA 
has said that the bacterium, consid- 
ered a microbial pesticide, would also 
be subject to pesticide law. 

-MARJORIE SUN 



Briefing 
those already built by Soviet and East 
European groups. 

Data from Simpson's instruments 
will be routed through the Central Re- 
search lnstitute in Hungary and the 
Max-Planck Institute in Lindau, West 
Germany. They will be shared with 
scientists around the world and will 
also be used to determine how close 
to Halley's comet the European 
spacecraft and two Japanese space- 
craft will be allowed to approach. 

Simpson was working with the Sovi- 
et scientists at a time when US.- 
Soviet relations were at a low ebb and 
when a debate was just beginning on 
the potential military uses of space. 
The collaboration was endorsed by 
government authorities on both sides, 
but the scientists kept a low public 
profile in an effort to keep the political 
spotlight off the endeavor. 

-COLIN NORMAN 

Telescope Gets Largest 
Private Gift Ever 

In what is by far the largest private 
donation ever made to a scientific 
project, the W. M. Keck Foundation of 
Los Angeles has pledged $70 million 
to the California lnstitute of Technolo- 
gy for the construction of the world's 
largest optical telescope: a 10 meter, 
"new technology" telescope to be 
built on the summit of Hawaii's Mauna 
Kea. It will be known as the W. M. 
Keck Observatory. 

Caltech will be an equal partner in 
the project with the University of Cali- 
fornia (UC), even though the instru- 
ment was conceived as an all-UC 
telescope and has been under devel- 
opment since 1977 by a team of ' UC 
astronomers led by Jerry E. Nelson of 
the Lawrence Berkeley Laboratory. 

Their key technical achievement is 
the "segmented" mirror design, in 
which a mosaic of 36 hexagonal mir- 
rors will be continuously adjusted by 
computer to keep a precise, 10-meter 
optical surface. This allows for a much 
lighter support structure than tele- 
scopes normally require. 

Their ambition had been to build the 
$85-million telescope without re- 
course to federal funding. Partly this 
was a matter of institutional pride, but 
it was also to avoid any pressure to 
maximize the number of observers; 

the university has accordingly spent 
the last several years in search of a 
private philanthropist. 

In April 1984, that effort was partial- 
ly rewarded when an elderly California 
widow named Marion Hoffman 
pledged $36 million, on the condition 
that the facility be named the "Maxi- 
millian and Marion Hoffman Observa- 
tory." UC President David P. Gardner 
accepted immediately. 

However, $36 million is still not $85 
million, and it was becoming clear 
even then that the UC was not going 
to make it alone. In fact, the UC fund 
raisers were already making over- 
tures to Caltech, which operates the 

Howard 8. Keck (left) and Caltech presi- 
dent Marvin Goldberger with a model of 
the new telescope. 

Hale Observatories and which has 
excellent connections among the pri- 
vate foundations in southern Califor- 
nia. The offer was 25 percent of the 
telescope time for $25 million. Caltech 
accepted enthusiastically. 

As it happened, the Caltech fund- 
raisers did not have far to look. How- 
ard 6. Keck is the son of W. M. Keck, 
founder of Superior Oil Company; he 
is currently president of the W. M. 
Keck Foundation, established by his 
father in 1954, and he sits on the 
Caltech board of trustees. On 13 De- 
cember 1984, his foundation offered 
Caltech $70 million to build "the W. M. 
Keck Observatory." 

This was disconcerting, to say the 
least, but it was hardly an offer that 
UC could refuse. The details of the 
new agreements are still in negotia- 
tion, but essentially Caltech will fund 
the construction of the telescope--it 
will find the other $15 million some- 
how-while UC will pay for the opera- 
tion of the observatory once it is built. 
Moreover, after some 10 percent of 

the telescope time is given to the 
University of Hawaii, which owns the 
Mauna Kea site, Caltech and UC will 
split the remainder 50:50. 

"It's fair to say that people here are 
somewhat disappointed," says Barba- 
ra Schaefer, a research associate 
with the UC group. "But we're also 
excited because we finally know for 
sure we have the funds to build it." 
Construction should start in 1986, with 
operations beginning in 1992. 

Meanwhile, however, there is the 
matter of Mrs. Hoffman's $36 million. 
There is no way now that the universi- 
ty can meet the terms of the agree- 
ment, and Mrs. Hoffman herself died 
last year. The UC administration is 
working with her estate to figure out 
what to do with the money. 

-M. MITCHELL WALDROP 
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Twin Information Bank 

Although twins, particularly identical 
ones, provide extraordinarily rich re- 
search material, there is no central 
source of information on this popula- 
tion. But now a new foundation-es- 
tablished by twins--is planning to set 
up a computerized data bank about 
twins and other multiples that will be 
of use to scientists, parents, and any- 
one else interested in the subject. 

The president of the Twin Founda- 
tion, author Kay Cassill, describes the 
repository as a "Smithsonian" of edu- 
cational, historical, sociological, and 
scientific information about twins. 

The foundation is currently seeking 
to raise money for the project and it 
plans to contact a wide array of scien- 
tists to gain information about their 
research and their data needs. Thom- 
as Bouchard, director of the University 
of Minnesota's long-running study on 
identical twins reared apart, is on the 
foundation's advisory board. 

Cassill says the foundation, based 
in Providence, Rhode Island, has 
been getting a steady stream of in- 
quiries from twins, parents of twins, 
and others such as psychiatrists doing 
therapy with twins. So far, the group 
has information on about 5000 individ- 
uals. In addition to the information 
bank and research library, the founda- 
tion plans to sponsor seminars which 
bring together scientists, teachers, 
parents, and twins. 

-CONSTANCE HOLDEN 
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