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reprogramming before the end of the Mars 
accessibility window for 2011,” says Lev 
Zelenyi, director of the Institute of Space 
Research (IKI) in Moscow which developed 
the mission. 

Attention is now turning to the possibil-
ity of an uncontrolled reentry between the 
end of November and mid-January. Phobos-
Grunt carries 10 tons of toxic fuel, but this 
is expected to burn up on reentry. Further 
updates will be posted on ScienceInsider. 
http://scim.ag/ScienceInsider

Menlo Park, California 2

Geron bails out of stem cells

Geron, the company that helped pioneer 
human embryonic stem (hES) cell research, 
said this week that it is stopping its fi rst-
in-the-world clinical trial and pulling out 
of further stem cell work. The Menlo Park, 
California-based company will instead con-
centrate on its anti-cancer therapies. Geron 
helped to fund the work of James Thomson 
at the University of Wisconsin, who in 1998 
was the fi rst to isolate hES cells (Science, 6 
Nov ember 1998, p. 1145). The trial, launched 
last year, was designed to treat eight patients 
with spinal cord injury using neuronal cells 
derived from hES cells. Four people have 
been treated so far, and CEO John Scarlett, 
who joined Geron 2 months ago, says there 
have been no adverse effects. The company 
will continue following the patients, but it 
will not enroll any new participants.

Scarlett said the decision enables Geron 
to continue operating without raising new 
money for the next year and a half, when 
it expects results from a half-dozen phase 
II trials of two cancer drugs. As part of the 
stem cell downsizing, the company will cut 
66 full-time positions, 38% of its workforce. 
http://scim.ag/Geron

Berlin 3

Germany to Look for New 

Nuclear Waste Site
For more than 3 decades, Germany has been 
storing its waste at a site called Gorleben 
in Lower Saxony near the former border 
between East and West Germany. Germany 
has spent an estimated €1.6 billion build-
ing and testing the Gorleben facility, but the 

choice has long been con-
troversial. At a meeting 

11 November between 
the federal environment 
minister and offi cials 
from the 16 German 
Länder (states), lead-

ers agreed to work toward 
drafting a law to govern 

a new search. A task force 
will begin work this month, and should have 
a draft law ready by next summer.

The search will consider sites all over 
the country, including Gorleben, said envi-
ronment minister Norbert Röttgen at a press 
conference. There will be “no taboos.” 
Leaders in the southern states of Baden-
Württemberg and Bavaria, which host a 
majority of the country’s nuclear power 
plants, had long argued against a new site 
selection process, in part because granite 
and clay deposits there are likely to be on 
the list of possible candidates. But offi cials 
in both states now say they are open to a 
new search.

Ankara 4

Turkish Academy Members 

Resign in Protest
Members of the Turkish Academy of Sci-
ences (TÜBA) are making good on their 
threat to resign in protest of what they see as 
government intrusion on the autonomy of the 
organization. At least 60 members—more 
than one-third of the total—have said they 
will cancel their membership. 

The government’s initial plan, announced 
27 August, would have expanded TÜBA’s 
membership from its current 140 members 
to 300: 100 appointed by Turkish Prime 
Minister Recep Erdoğan, 100 appointed 
by the government-run Council of Higher 
Education, and the rest elected by sitting 
members. That announcement garnered let-
ters of opposition from numerous scientifi c 
academies and societies. 

On 4 November, the government made 
what appeared to be a concession, stating 

Baikonur Cosmodrome, Kazakhstan 1

Phobos-Grunt Still Earth-Bound

Russia’s fi rst solar system exploration mis-
sion since 1996 remains stranded in Earth 
orbit this week after the engines that should 
propel it to Mars failed to fi re on 9 Novem-
ber. After a perfect launch, the Phobos-Grunt 
probe—intended to return samples from 
Mars’s moon, Phobos—has remained stub-
bornly silent.  

Vladimir Popovkin, head of the Russian 
Federal Space Agency, told reporters Mon-
day that the chances of salvaging the mission 
were low. Ground controllers don’t know 
what went wrong with the craft because 
they haven’t reestablished contact with the 
onboard fl ight control computer. But 
Popovkin said the craft is maintaining its 
orientation relative to the sun, so its batter-
ies should remain charged. He added that 
attempts to communicate with the space-
craft would continue for some weeks. “I still 
have some hope. We still have a few days for 
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In limbo. Phobos-Grunt, 

prelaunch.
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Airlifting Rhinos to a New Home

It was a daring, but photogenic, plan: To help save the species, 19 southern black rhi-
nos were wafted by helicopter out of their habitat in South Africa’s Eastern Cape last 
week. The airlift was part of the World Wildlife Fund’s (WWF’s) Black Rhino Range 
Expansion Project, which works with landowners to add habitat—particularly impor-
tant for black rhinos, which are less social than white rhinos and require more space.

Many rhino species are in trouble: The western black rhinoceros was declared offi -
cially extinct in the wild by the International Union for Conservation of Nature on 
10 November. But the southern black rhinoceros is still hanging on, with 4880 animals 
in the wild, including 1915 in South Africa.

Since 2003, the WWF project has transported nearly 120 animals. Because these 
19 rhinos lived in a region without roads, helicopters airlifted the sedated animals 
out by the ankles on a 10-minute trip across the treetops, where trucks were waiting to 
carry them 1500 kilometers to their new home in Limpopo Province.

THEY SAID IT

“ Even though Rick Perry’s life 
was not being threatened, his 
brain was responding as if 
there was a lion in the audi-
ence about to pounce on him.” 

—David Diamond, a behavioral 

neuroscientist at the University of South 

Florida in Tampa, explaining to The 

Washington Post how the Republican 

presidential candidate struggled during 

a debate on 9 November to remember 

the name of a department he wanted to 

eliminate: the Department of Energy. 

NEWSMAKERS

that it would appoint a small committee to 
appoint the 100 academy members. But 
this is just “a cosmetic change,” says Erol 
Gelenbe, a computer scientist at Imperial 
College London and one of the resigning 
TÜBA members. Those who have resigned 
plan to form their own organization, called 
Science Academy Society, which will retain 
TÜBA’s infrastructure and will be open to 
all its members. http://scim.ag/TurkishAcad

Washington, DC 5

First 2012 Spending Bill 
Backs Science Programs
The fi rst 2012 budget bill contains sur-
prisingly good news for the U.S. scientifi c 
community. At press time, Congress was 
expected to approve legislation that gives 
the National Science Foundation (NSF) 
a 2.5% increase, preserves funding for 
NASA’s James Webb Space Telescope, and 
provides enough money for the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration >>

Disgraced Dutch Psychologist 
Returns Doctoral Degree
After a devastating report 
accusing him of fraud in 
dozens of papers, Dutch 
social psychologist Diederik 
Stapel has given up his doc-
tor’s title. The University of 
Amsterdam, where Stapel 
worked from 1993 until 
1999, issued a short statement 10 November 
saying that he had voluntarily relinquished 
the degree and returned his diploma.

The panel investigating Stapel’s miscon-
duct had concluded that it was impossible 
to determine whether his 1997 thesis was 
based on fraud, in part because the data had 
been destroyed. But it recommended that the 
university investigate whether Stapel could 
be stripped of his title, “on the grounds of 
exceptional academically unworthy conduct.”

DOE Science Boss Steps Down

Steven Koonin is leaving 
his job as undersecretary for 
science in the Department 
of Energy (DOE) after what 
others say was an unhappy 
stint in a poorly defi ned 
position. Koonin was nomi-
nally responsible for scien-
tifi c activities throughout DOE, but in prac-
tice had no control over budgets—not even 
for DOE’s $4.8 billion Offi ce of Science. 
“Here was a guy who had no budget author-
ity, and that’s a tough position,” says Michael 
Lubell, a lobbyist with the American Physical 
Society in Washington, D.C.

Koonin

to continue its polar-orbiting environmental 
satellites program.

The spending bill (http://scim.ag/
fy2012approp) is linked to an extension of 
current spending levels for all federal agen-
cies, a necessary step to avoid a govern-
ment shutdown. But for the science agencies 
included in this $182 billion slice of the 
overall U.S. budget, the bipartisan support 
for basic research was very gratifying. NSF’s 
increase, for example, comes after the GOP-
led House of Representatives approved a fl at 
budget and the Democratic Senate applied 
a 2.5% cut. But rather than splitting the dif-
ference, the conferees from each body added 
$173 million to NSF’s pot. The rising cost of 
the $8.7 billion Webb telescope will come 
out of other parts of NASA’s $17.8 billion 
budget, which is some $650 million less than 
this year, including some science programs. 
And essentially all of NOAA’s $306 million 
increase was given to the Joint Polar Satellite 
System, a two-satellite system scheduled to 
have its fi rst launch in 2016. 

Stapel
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BY THE NUMBERS

$850,000 Estimated price of 

a meteorite, found by a Missouri 

farmer in 2006, now identifi ed as a 

rare pallasite.

90 million Number of children 

who contract seasonal infl uenza 

annually around the world, accord-

ing to a study published online 

10 November in The Lancet.

Random Sample

First Paper Submitted From Space
It started as a joke. Michael Schreiber, editor-in-chief of EPL, wanted to dispel the notion that 
his journal was only for European science. During a video interview with physicsworld.com last 
May to commemorate EPL’s 25th anniversary, Schreiber noted that the journal takes papers from 
India, China, and Brazil. “If a scientist would submit an excellent paper from the ISS, the Inter-
national Space Station, I’m sure we would accept it too,” he added.

“It was said, more or less, in fun,” Schreiber says now. But in the back of his mind, he adds, he 
was thinking about a talk he’d just heard by plasma physicist Hubertus Thomas at the Max Planck 
Institute for Extraterrestrial Physics in Garching, Germany, who presented data collected from 
the ISS. Schreiber wrote to Thomas, sending 
him a link to the video interview and pos-
ing a question: Would Thomas and his team 
of German and Russian scientists consider 
submitting their research to EPL—but from 
the ISS? After obtaining permission from the 
Russian government, the team agreed. 

On 27 October, Russian cosmonaut 
Sergey Alexandrovich Volkov submitted a 
manuscript (published online 11 Novem-
ber) about complex plasmas in micrograv-
ity conditions from the ISS; his address on 
the paper is listed as “International Space 
Station (present address).” That Volkov, 
who performed many of the plasma experi-
ments, happened to still be on the ISS was a 
lucky break for the journal, Schreiber says: 
The cosmonaut was originally scheduled to 
return to Earth 2 months ago but troubles 
with the Soyuz rocket delayed the launch 
that would have brought him home. Having 
submitted the fi rst paper from space, Volkov 
will soon be on his way home: A Soyuz rocket 
bound for the space station launched suc-
cessfully 14 November. 

FINDINGS 

When the Bough Doesn’t Break

Leonardo da Vinci observed that when a 

tree’s trunk splits into two branches, the total 

cross section of those secondary branches 

will equal the cross section of the trunk. 

Now, a new study suggests that trees may 

grow this way to resist wind damage. 

Christophe Eloy, a physicist at the Uni-

versity of California, San Diego, who is 

also affi liated with University of Provence 

in France, found the wind connection by 

modeling a tree as beams anchored at one 

end and assembled into a fractal, a shape 

that can be split into parts, each of which is 

a smaller version of the larger structure. So 

when a branch split into smaller branches, 

it split into the same number of branches, at 

approximately the same angles and orien-

tations. Most natural trees grow in a fairly 

fractal fashion. 

Eloy modeled the force of wind blow-

ing on a tree’s leaves as a force pressing on 

the unanchored end of the beam. When he 

plugged that wind force equation into his 

model and assumed that the probability of 

a branch breaking due to wind stress is con-

stant, he came up with Leonardo’s rule, Eloy 

reveals in a paper soon to be published in 

Physical Review Letters. 

http://scim.ag/Leotrees

Biggest of Mass Extinctions 
Looking Even Worse
The most detailed look yet at events at the 

end of the Permian Period 252 million years 

ago confi rms a link between the biggest and 

baddest of eruptions and the most massive 

of extinctions. Paleontologist Shu-zhong 

Shen of Nanjing Institute of Geology and 

Palaeontology in China and his co-authors 

intensively sampled the fossil records at 

nine sites across South China and dated 300 

mineral grains using the radioactive decay 

of uranium to lead.

The extinction in the sea took no longer 

than 200,000 years and likely less than a geo-

logically fl eeting 100,000 years, the research-

ers report in a paper published online this 

week in Science. A similarly abrupt extinc-

tion struck rainy forests at exactly the same 

time. And the new, highly precise age for the 

extinction puts it within a mere tens of thou-

sands of years of the great volcanic outpour-

ings that formed the Siberian Traps, says 

geochronologist Paul Renne of the Berkeley 

Geochronology Center in California. Some-

how, the nasty spewings of the eruptions—

greenhouse gases and acid-generating sulfur 

among them—must have done in most of 

Permian life. http://scim.ag/Permianext

NEWS OF THE WEEK

Koonin acknowledges the issue but says 

that he was effective since taking the post in 

May 2009. “In terms of what actually gets 

done, I think I infl uenced things quite a bit,” 

he says. For example, Koonin helped build 

bridges between researchers doing large-

scale computer simulations in DOE’s nuclear 

weapons programs and scientists in other 

parts of DOE who could turn such simu-

lations to other problems. He also headed 

DOE’s fi rst Quadrennial Technology Review, 

released 27 September, which aims to 

explain and sharpen DOE’s mission.

Koonin’s next stop is the Institute for 

Defense Analyses’ Science and Technology 

Policy Institute in Washington, D.C. How-

ever, he hopes to have a post at a university 

lined up by the next academic year.

Floating text. The submitted manuscript in the ISS 
(top). Cosmonaut Sergey Volkov (bottom at right). 
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