
Peter Hobbs of the Universit!, 
of Washington, co-leader of a 
researcli team that held a press 
conference upon its return t o  
Washington, D.C. last \veek. 
"We d o  not expect that smoke 
from the Kuwait fircs \ \ i l l  have 
any significant effcct o n  the 
weather or climate outside the 
Gulf region," said Hobbs, one 
of 27  scientists who  flew over 
Ku\vait in May and June col- 
lecting air samples. 

The reason for his optimism: 
Even at their highest, the plumes 
are not climbing above 5 to  6 
kilometers, \\,ell belo\\ the strato- 
sphericninds (at arou~id 12 kilo- 
meters) that might s\vecp soot 
particles around the world and 
keep them airbor~ie for months. 
Moreover, the ~7articles thcm- 
selves are hydrophilic rather 
than hydrophobic (attracting 
rather than rcpelli~ig water), in- 
dicating they will forni droplets 
and wash out  of the atmosphere 
within days. 

Another bit of encouraging 
nca7s, according to Alan Randy, 
a sulfur chemist from Dresel 
University, is that hydrogen sul- 
fide, a lethal gas many feared 
would be present, \\as "com- 
pletely missing." Nor was there 
as much s u l f ~ ~ r  diosidc (a  pre- 
cursor of acid rain) as expected. 
Bandy said that 400  kilometers 
do\\,n\\rind of tlie fircs, the SO, 
had dissipated to  concentrations 
of 1 t o  1 0  parts per billion, an 
amouii t  typically found  in 
"large ~ r b a ~ i  areas." 

E\ren so, according to team 
co-leader La\\,rence Kadke, a 
staff scientist at tlie National 
Center for Atmospheric Kc- 
search, "Kuwait is being painted 
black" by a "huge pall" ofsrnoke 
and unburned oil droplets hun- 
dreds of kilometers \vide. Hobbs 
said flying over the scene was "as 
near as I \\,ant to  get to  hell." 

The high concentration of 
particles in the air ( 100,000 per 
cubic centimeter) presents a 
hazard for people li\,ing in the 
area. Pe t ro lc~~m compounds in 
the smoke also pose a health 
threat, but tlie U.S. team has 
not yet analyzed its air sanlples 
for tosicity. 

The smoke ma\, also \vreak 
havoc \\,it11 local weather .  

Hobbs  pointed o u t  that in 
Bahrain-250 kilometers a\vay 
from the fires-this past May 
lvas the coldest 011 record in 35 
years. And other long-term ef- 
fects could still appear, he said. 

U.S. Eases the 
Pressure on RU-486 

The United Statcs has appar- 
ently changed its position to- 
ward research b!, tlie World 
Health Organization ( W H O )  
into RU-486, the controversial 
drug used to terminate prcg- 
nanc y. 

In recent months, U.S. offi- 
cials opposed t o  the research 
had put considerable pressure 
on W H O ,  according to repre- 
sentatives of the advocac!~ group 
Population Crisis (:o~iimittee 
( P C C ) .  Last spring, for cs -  
ample, the State l>cpartnient 
sent a letter to  W H O  asking for 
an accounting of U.S. filnding 
going to the researcli. But at a 
late June meeting of WHO'S 
Human Reproduction I'rograni 
in Geneva, tlie U.S. govern- 
ment seemed to be backing off. 

A U.S. representative at the 
mccting, l>uffGillespie, initially 
issued a statcnient warning that 
W H O  could become embroiled 
in the controversy raging around 
RU-486 and abortion in general 
in the United Statcs. "This vis- 
ibility [of  KU-486 research] 
c o ~ ~ l d  lead to specific negati1.e 
consequences, c\'cn to pressure 
to  reduce tlie United Statcs con- 
tribution to WHO," lie said. 

Later at the same meeting, he 
follo\\,ed \\,it11 a more lenient 
statcnient: "The [U.S. govern- 
ment] has ne\.er askcd W H O  to 
stop all research on RU-486 
nor have \ve infor~ilcd W H O  
that \Ire \\~ould cut otf U.S. con- 
tributions to  W H O  should such 
research continue." 

A representative of  W H O  
says the organization \\.ill go on 
with its research program. Re- 
searchers \\fill be looking be- 
yo~id the role of RU-486 in 
triggering abortion, he says, to  
explore use of the drug to  con- 
trol fertility in other \\.ays-as a 
constituent in birth colitrol 
pills, for esamplc. 

Health Care: Teens 
Can Go It Alone 

A substantial bod!' of la\\.- 
not to  mention tlie ~iatural in- 
clination of most parents-as- 
surnes that children aren't ca- 
pable of choosing their o\trn 
medical t reatment .  I t  only 
stands to reason that minors 
lack the maturity and espcri- 
cncc t o  make \\rise decisions. 

Rut the Office of Technol- 
o m  Assessnient (OTA) suggests 
in a recent report* that this 
common sense might not hold 
true after all-at least in tlic case 
of adolescents. After revie\ving 
a series of studies o n  minors' 
health care decisions, the Car- 
ncgic Council o n  Adolescent 
De\.elopment-\\,orking under 
contract to  OTA-said it "gen- 
erally found fe\\r differences in 
licaltli care decision making as 
a function of age for adolcs- 
cents as y0~11ig as 14 or 15 years 
of age." 

The Car~iegie C o ~ ~ n c i l  sc- 
lected seven "core" studies that 

compared adolescent responses 
to  real and livpothctical ~iiedical . . 
dilemmas \\.it11 thosc of young 
adults (gencrall!. aged 18 to 25) .  
For instance, one st~~d!. sur- 
veyed 75 socioeconomic all!^ di- 
vcrsc fcnialcs bct\\,ecn 13 and 
21 who \\,ere ha\'ing pregnancy 
tests. The resc;lrclicrs found 
that both the adolescents and 
the y o ~ ~ n g  aci~~lts  in tlie group 
tended to consider tlic conse- 
quences of abortion \vith equal 
thoroughness and "cluality" of 
reasoning. 

The studies did tend to turn 
up one diffcrcncc bct\\.ecn ado- 
lescents and young adults: 
Adults more oftcn seek inde- 
pcndelit second opinions. But 
most findings, OTA suggests, 
buttress arguments for lo\ver- 
ing the legal age of consent for 
medical procedures (no\\. 18  in 
most states). 

*Adolescent Health-V~jlnnze 3: Cross- 
cutling Issues in the Delir,rry of Health 
and Related Sercices, Ot'ticc of  'I'cch- 
nolop!. .\sscrsmcnt, V.S.  (:ongress, 
Ol'h-H-467, l u ~ l c  1901. 

I Essence of a Smile 1 
"One slnall m ~ ~ s c l c  contraction can turn 

a lover's knees to  jclly, a parent into a 
slave, and voters into automatons," ob- 
sen7es University of Florida psychologist 
Cristiana Leonard in a paper aplxaring in 
the May Psychological Science. Holy, she 
\\rondcred, does a smile \vork its ~nagic.! 

T o  find out, she made a series of images of 
smiles as they dcvcloped on the faccs of four 
\\.omen. She askcci observers to  rate the s~iiilcs 
by "pleasantncss," then did some digital sleuth- 
ing for tlic underlying factor. 

By dividing the images into many piscls and 
monitoring the way each pixel changed from " ', 

moment to  moment, she \\,as ablc t o  cluantiti 
tlie e\rolution of each sniile o\vr  time. The 
most "pleasant" smiles, it turned o ~ ~ t ,  \\.ere 
thosc that crested fast and then leveled otE 

People whose slniles don't follo\\f that pleas- 
ing pattern have a genuine handicap, Leonard 
argues. "Kids \vho don't produce proper cs- 

presslons often get ignorcd or abused by their parents," she 
says. "A lot of mental illness invol\,es not being ablc to  detect, 
decode, or produce these facial espressions." People with 
Parkinson's disease and schizophrenia, 
Leonard says, oftcn suffer from such 
limitations. She hopes her studies 
might lead to tactics for hclping such 
people regain a facility \\it11 facial es- 
pressions. 




