
G ove r n m e nts end 

AIDS placebo trials in

d eveloping count r i e s

[WASHINGTON] The Un i ted Na ti ons, the US
govern m ent and Fra n ce’s AIDS agency call ed
a halt last week to the use of placebos in
overseas trials seeking to preven t
tra n s m i s s i on of HIV from pregnant mothers
to their infants. 

The move fo ll ows a statem ent from the
US Cen ters for Disease Con trol and
Preven ti on that con clu s ive interim data from
a Thai stu dy showed that a $50 co u rse of
z i dovudine (AZT) in late pregnancy cut
perinatal HIV tra n s m i s s i on by half.

The govern m ents said this con clu s i on
ju s ti f i ed the immed i a te halt of the use of
p l acebos, or their rep l acem ent with short -
co u rse AZT regi m ens, in trials in other
devel oping co u n tri e s .

Un til now, they ad ded, placebo use “was
the on ly way in wh i ch it could be cl e a rly
and qu i ck ly establ i s h ed wh et h er a shorter
AZT regi m en was safe and more ef fective
than no tre a tm ent at all” in devel op i n g
co u n tri e s .

Cri tics have attacked the use of placebo s
because lon g - co u rse AZT tre a tm ent was
s h own to be ef fective in 1994, and is wi dely
u s ed in indu s tri a l i zed co u n tri e s .

“ It is inexc u s a ble that they ever did these

ex peri m ents in the first place ,” says Si d n ey
Wo l fe of the Wa s h i n g ton - b a s ed lobby gro u p
Pu blic Ci ti zen .

Satellite setback for
J a p a n’s space age n c y
[TOKYO] Ja p a n’s space programme received
a n o t h er setb a ck last wee kend wh en its H-II
rocket failed to put into orbit one of the
worl d ’s largest tel ecom mu n i c a ti on s
s a tell i tes. The second bu rning time of fuel
in the rocket’s secon d - s t a ge en gine was
s h orter than anti c i p a ted, and the 2.2-ton n e ,
¥46.2 bill i on (US$370 mill i on )
Com mu n i c a ti ons and Broa dc a s ti n g
E n gi n eering Test Satell i te (CO M E TS) failed
to rea ch geo s t a ti on a ry orb i t .

The failu re is another bl ow to Ja p a n’s
Na ti onal Space and Devel op m ent Agen c y.
Last Ju l y, its envi ron m ental mon i tori n g
s a tell i te ADEOS — the Adva n ced Ea rt h
Ob s erva ti on Satell i te — ran out of power and
s topped working, and bu d get cuts bro u gh t
an abru pt end to the agen c y ’s plans to
devel op the unmanned space shuttle HOPE.

US study puts spot l i g h t
on radon cancer risk
[WASHINGTON] In door radon con tri butes to
a bo ut 12 per cent of lung cancer deaths each
year in the Un i ted States, according to a

report from the Na ti onal Re s e a rch Co u n c i l
( N RC). And most of these deaths occ u r
a m ong smokers. “Radon — parti c u l a rly in
com bi n a ti on with smoking — poses an
i m portant public health risk, and it should
be recogn i zed as su ch ,” says Jonathan Sa m et
of the Johns Hopkins Un ivers i ty in
Ba l ti m ore, Ma ryland, who ch a i red the stu dy. 

Abo ut on e - t h i rd of the esti m a ted 15,400
to 21,800 radon - rel a ted lung cancer de a t h s
e ach year could be preven ted if radon level s
in homes were redu ced to the recom m en ded
E nvi ron m ental Pro tecti on Agency standard
of four picoc u ries per litre of air. Some six
per cent of US homes have levels high er than
that, according to the report. 

N A S A’s chief scientist
s ays it’s ‘time to move on’
[WA S H I N G TO N] The top scien tist at the US
s p a ce agency NASA announced his
re s i gn a ti on last week, after five yea rs hea d i n g
the agen c y ’s Office of Space Scien ce. We s l ey
Hu n tress, a planet a ry scien tist who began his
c a reer at the Jet Prop u l s i on La bora tory in
Ca l i fornia, expects to dep a rt in the aut u m n .
His su cce s s or has yet to be named .

Hu n tre s s’s tenu re has been marked by a
shift from large, expen s ive space scien ce
m i s s i ons to small er and less expen s ive on e s .
Al t h o u gh space scien ce bu d gets remain ti gh t ,
t h ey are proj ec ted to rise rel a tive to other
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s ec tors of NASA, and several initi a tives are
p l a n n ed. With space scien ce in com p a ra tivel y
good shape, wro te Hu n tress in a let ter to
co ll eagues last week, “it is just simply time for
me to move on”.

Fusion project could go
back to draw i n g - b o a rd
[MUNICH] The council of the ‘n ex t - s tep’
f u s i on re actor proj ect, ITER, seems to be
con ceding for the first time that there is a
n eed to con s i der altern a tive re actor de s i gn s .
The con ce s s i on fo ll ows falling financial and
po l i tical su pport for the proj ect (see Na tu re
3 9 1 , 620; 1998), wh i ch is a co ll a bora ti on
bet ween Eu rope, Japan, the Un i ted State s
and Ru s s i a .

At a meeting last week, the council agreed
to set up a working group to con s i der
opti ons for re s tri cting the aims of ITER as
c u rren t ly de s i gn ed, en a bling it to be bu i l t
m ore ch e a p ly. But the group wi ll also
i nve s ti ga te the more radical soluti on of
con s i dering po s s i ble altern a tives to ITER’s
tokamak de s i gn .

F rench ‘water memory’
scientist loses libel case
[PARIS] Ja cques Benven i s te, the Fren ch
re s ea rch er who cl a i m ed in 1988 to have
s h own that extreme diluti ons of anti body

s o luti ons could retain their biologi c a l
a c tivi ty, this week lost libel suits against the
Nobel pri zewi n n ers, Georges Ch a rpak and
Fra n ç ois Ja cob, and Cl a u de Hen n i on, a
re s ea rch er at the Sch ool of In du s trial Phys i c s
and Ch em i s try in Pa ri s .

Benven i s te had bro u ght the ch a rge s
fo ll owing statem ents by the scien tists in
a rti cles in the news p a per Le Mo n d e
su gge s ting that his re s ea rch may have been
f ra u du l ent (see Na tu re 3 8 9 , 427; 1997). The
tri bunal de grande instance of Pa ris did not
rule on the su b s t a n ce of the ch a rges, but
t h rew them out because of a procedu ral error
— that Benven i s te should have filed a pen a l
suit and not a civil on e .

One re sult is that Benven i s te cannot bri n g
n ew ch a rges based on the arti cles. “I find
mys elf in the po s i ti on wh ere I am unable to
defend my hon o u r,” he says. He intends to
demand that INSERM, the nati on a l
b i om edical agen c y, should launch an inqu i ry
to cl ear his name. He has also ch a ll en ged the
s c i en tists to repeat their statem ents in publ i c .

S e n ators seek to 
double NIH budget
[WA S H I N G TO N] Four US sen a tors are call i n g
on the Sen a te Bu d get Com m i t tee to all oc a te
su f f i c i ent funds to do u ble the bu d get of the
Na ti onal In s ti tutes of Health (NIH) over the
coming five ye a rs. In a let ter to Pete

Dom enici (Rep u blican, New Mex i co), the
ch a i rman of the Sen a te Bu d get Com m i t tee ,
and Frank Lauten berg (Dem oc rat, New
Jers ey), the com m i t tee’s sen i or Dem oc ra t ,
the four sen a tors also urge that the
com m i t tee all oc a te en o u gh mon ey in its
1999 bu d get re s o luti on for NIH to be
gra n ted a $2 bi ll i on, 14.7 per cent incre a s e .
Sen a tors Bi ll Frist (Rep u blican, Ten n e s s ee ) ,
Connie Mack (Rep u blican, Florida), Di a n n e
Fei n s tein (Dem oc rat, Ca l i fornia) and
E dw a rd Ken n edy (Dem oc ra t ,
Ma s s achu s etts), are now soliciting sign a tu re s
f rom other sen a tors .

Japan offers Mars trip —
but in name only 
[TOKYO] More than 50,000 people have
a pp l i ed to have their names inscri bed on a
n a m ep l a te that wi ll be affixed to Ja p a n’s firs t -
ever spacec raft to Ma rs .

The In s ti t ute of Space and As tron a uti c a l
S c i en ce has guara n teed that every name
su bm i t ted on or before 28 Febru a ry wi ll be
i n s c ri bed on the plate .

The names wi ll be ph o togra ph ed, redu ced
to micro s copic size and then etch ed on to the
p l a te, wh i ch mea su res 2.5 cm squ a re and 0.5
mm thick.  The Ma rs orb i ter, PLA N E T- B, is
due for launch in October 1999.

Its pri m a ry mission wi ll be to ob s erve the
a tm o s ph ere of Ma rs .
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