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credibility and confidence from the pub-
lic,” says Rainer Koch of Bayer, which is
leading the industry task force. And, of
course, to get a jump on complying with
any new Swedish rules.

The guidelines represent a long-sought
victory for scientists who have fought to see
the rules adopted. “When we tried to express
this view 5 years ago, we were called ‘fun-
damentalists,” ”” says Jansson. Now that the
view is about to be adopted as government
policy, outside experts are cheering Sweden
on. “The committee’s proposal makes a
tremendous amount of sense,” says Linda
Birnbaum, research director of experimental
toxicology at the U.S. Environmental Pro-
tection Agency in Research Triangle Park,
North Carolina. “Extreme persistency and
extreme bioaccumulative properties go hand
in hand with toxicity.”” Birnbaum, however,
doubts that Sweden’s approach will be
adopted any time soon by the United States,
which follows the risk-analysis approach.

Whether Sweden can persuade the rest of
the E.U. to adopt such an aggressive policy is
unclear. “The political desire for starting this
work ... will not happen as long as the public
doesn’t demand a change,” predicts environ-
mental scientist Finn Bro-Rasmussen of the
Technical University of Denmark in Copen-
hagen. But for some companies in Sweden,
at least, their products will never be the
same. With lead striking out under the new
paradigm—it’s persistent, bioaccumulative,
and toxic—Orrefors Kosta Boda will have
to devise new recipes for its crystal. Barium,
for instance, gives the same luster as lead,
but it is lighter. Says Orrefors spokesperson
Karin Lindahl, “We will have to educate our
customers not to choose their glass by
weight but only by its beauty.”

—LOTTA FREDHOLM

Lotta Fredholm is a freelance writer based in
Stockholm.

NASA Blasted for Rising

Costs, Cancellations

When NASA cancelled a project last month
that would have sent a tiny rover crawling
over an asteroid, planetary researchers went
into orbit. In a rare public statement, several
senior scientists said that the cancellation is
symptomatic of larger problems in the U.S.
planetary science program. They warned
that spiraling costs are threatening a fleet of
planned missions and also called for a
sweeping reexamination of the outer solar
system effort.

The nanorover was scheduled to ride
aboard Japan’s Muses-C mission, which will
return samples of an asteroid to Earth. But
cost estimates tripled in the past year, to
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$60 million, prompting its manager, the Jet
Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena, Califor-
nia, to recommend canceling it. NASA
headquarters concurred. The news comes
just 3 months after NASA put a Pluto mis-
sion on hold because of rising costs
(Science, 17 November, p. 1270). Earlier
this year, NASA also abandoned a 2001
Mars lander and bowed out of a European
comet mission.

“The cancellations and delays never
seem to stop,” says Wesley Huntress, direc-
tor of the Carnegie Institution of Washing-
ton’s Geophysical Laboratory, NASA’s for-
mer space science chief, and vice chair of
the American Astronomical Society’s
(AAS’s) 1200-member planetary sciences
division. “The planetary exploration pro-
gram is in a crisis mode.”

Unmerry-go-round. Wes Huntress and AAS de-
cry pattern of delayed and canceled missions.

In a public statement issued on 14
November, the AAS division blamed the fi-
nancial problems on “a pattern of underbid-
ding” and an overemphasis on the “cheaper”
portion of NASA’s commitment to launch-
ing faster, cheaper, better spacecraft. To con-
trol the cost growth, the division recom-
mends increased competition and external
peer review. “We understand NASA is try-
ing to wrestle with this beast,” says division
chair Mark Sykes, a planetary scientist at
the University of Arizona in Tucson. “But
there is the prospect for more cancellations.”

Agency officials acknowledge the prob-
lem. “This is an unusual set of circum-
stances,” says Jay Bergstralh, NASA’s acting
science director of the planetary exploration
effort. “And there is anxiety in the commu-
nity.” The 1999 failures of two Mars mis-
sions have made for more conservative—
and therefore more costly—estimates, he
says, citing a report earlier this year that at-
tributed the Mars failures in part to a lack of

money for adequate testing.

AAS isn’t the only outside group calling
for changes. This week NASA’s own space
science advisory committee planned to send
a letter to Ed Weiler, the agency space sci-
ence chief, backing increased competition
and reiterating the importance of missions
like Pluto and Europa. “It’s time to take a
very careful look at the entire [planetary]
program and fix it,” says Steven Squyres of
Cornell University, who chairs the panel.
Huntress and Sykes also want an outside
study of NASA’s outer planetary program,
but agency officials say that a NASA-led in-
quiry might come up with better solutions
more quickly.

Bergstralh admits that officials at Japan’s
Institute for Space and Astronomical Studies
in Tokyo are “not very happy” with NASA’s
decision on the nanorover. A proliferation of
scientific instruments, he says, drove up
costs on what began as a small technology
demonstrator. However, it’s possible that
NASA may want to provide communica-
tions and navigation support in exchange for
some data. —ANDREW LAWLER

DOE Drops Plan to

Restart Reactor

The U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) has
abandoned the idea of restarting a contro-
versial nuclear reactor at the Hanford Nu-
clear Reservation in Washington state.
Some biomedical researchers are applaud-
ing the decision to pull the plug on the Fast
Flux Test Facility (FFTF), which they
feared would drain scarce resources from
other DOE research programs. “It’s the
right decision,” says Kenneth Krohn, a radi-
ation oncologist at the University of Wash-
ington, Seattle, about the department’s 21
November announcement. “The FFTF is
just too costly.”

The reactor was opened in 1980 as a
breeder test reactor but was shuttered in
1993 after an independent review found that
the facility was too expensive to operate.
DOE officials later considered using it to
produce radioactive isotopes for cancer treat-
ment and plutonium for deep-space probes,
both of which DOE feared could face future
supply concerns. But last week officials de-
cided that the cost of the restart, at $314 mil-
lion over 5 years plus about $80 million a
year to operate, was too high and support too
thin. Regional environmental groups had
been active in opposing any restart.

Instead, DOE plans to make do with ex-
isting facilities and to build a less expensive
neutron accelerator that could produce tri-
tium, a short-lived isotope of hydrogen criti-
cal to nuclear weapons, and meet other
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No longer in flux. Hanford research reactor will be de-
commissioned.
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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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