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[WASHINGTON] US space officials hope next
week to approve a second flight in September
for the Neurolab space shuttle mission –
whose first flight was successfully launched
two weeks ago — to allow researchers to 
collect more data on how the nervous system
adapts to spaceflight.

The US National Aeronautics and Space
Administration (NASA) has already con-
cluded that a reflight is “scientifically very
worthwhile”, says Edmond Reeves, head of
flight planning for its Office of Life and
Microgravity Sciences and Applications. A
decision is expected by next Monday (4 May).

The international Neurolab mission,
which includes participation by the National
Institutes of Health and other agencies, is
widely regarded as one of the best-designed
space research missions ever flown.

A reflight would cost “tens of millions” of
dollars, says Reeves, excluding the price of
the shuttle launch. NASA and the other 
Neurolab participants — Europe, Japan and
Canada — are already discussing how these
costs should be split.

For its part, NASA would redirect funds
intended for other microgravity and life-
science research activities this year, as well as
some funds from the shuttle account. To save
time and money, the Spacelab module would
be reflown with the same laboratory equip-
ment and the same core crew of astronauts. 

Only the scientist ‘payload specialists’
might change, Reeves says, as it could be
useful to have different test subjects for some
Neurolab investigations. It should also be
possible to fly some experiments that were
not included on the first flight.

The space research community is eager
for as many ‘gap filler’ flights as possible
while waiting for the space station to be 
completed in 2003. Another such flight is
planned for October, but room for scientific
experiments is limited. Commercial
research payloads will take up 60 per cent of
the US half of a small laboratory module 
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provided by Spacehab Inc. A second ‘gap
filler’ mission in 2000 could fly a larger mod-
ule, but so far there is no money for this.

A big uncertainty affecting the decision to
refly Neurolab is the space station construc-
tion schedule. NASA managers hope to learn
during a joint programme review in Moscow
this week whether a key Russian ‘service
module’ — which keeps the station in orbit
during the early assembly phase, and pro-
vides the living quarters for its first crew —
will be ready for launch early next year. 

Russian officials have said that the mod-
ule, the third station component to be deliv-
ered, will miss its December launch by three
or four months. But even that is uncertain.

An outside review team painted a gloomy
picture of the station’s future in a report last
week. According to a task force set up by
NASA’s outside advisory council at the
request of the agency’s administrator Dan
Goldin, the US investment alone will climb
from $17.4 billion to $24.7 billion, and
assembly will take between one and three
years longer than NASA believes.

Space station managers continue to be
too optimistic about schedule and finances,
said the report, and NASA will need as much
as $250 million a year more than it has
requested to keep the programme on track.
“Budget and reserve levels have been, and
continue to be, inadequate for a program of
this size, complexity and development
uncertainty, despite NASA’s past contentions
that the total funding level is adequate,” the
report said. The primary — but by no means
the only — threat to the project is Russia’s
unreliability, according to the task force.

The report’s conclusions were made pub-
lic last month. But NASA’s reaction has been
muted. In Senate testimony last week, Goldin
said only: “While we may differ on the level of
criticality of specific issues raised, I believe
the [task force] has captured important risk
areas for NASA and the [space station] pro-
gramme to consider.” Tony Reichhardt

Success prompts bid for
second Neurolab launch

Flying fish: the oyster toadfish is part of the first Neurolab payload, launched two weeks ago.

Jewish leaders meet 
NIH chiefs on genetic
stigmatization fears
[WASHINGTON] Senior officials from the
National Institutes of Health (NIH) last week
met publicly for the first time with a broad
spectrum of Jewish leaders on the increasing-
ly sensitive issue of the meaning of genetics
research for Jews (see Nature 389, 322; 1997). 

Francis Collins, director of the National
Human Genome Research Institute and
Richard Klausner, director of the National
Cancer Institute, addressed 40 Jewish leaders
covering denominations from ultra-liberal to
Orthodox in a meeting in Washington.

Marlene Post, president of Hadassah, the
Jewish women’s organization that sponsored
the meeting with the Jewish Council for Pub-
lic Affairs, said that all participants shared a
concern that fear of discrimination and
stigmatization “could actually stem impor-
tant genetic research”. It might also discour-
age individuals from seeking important
health information through genetic testing.

“We need to protect ourselves both from
discrimination and ignorance,” Klausner
told the meeting. “We’ve got to start breaking
down myths that ethnic groups mean genetic
groups. They don’t.” 

Both the scientists and Jewish partici-
pants expressed concern over the lack of legal
protections against genetic discrimination.
The US Congress has not passed any compre-
hensive law against job or insurance discrim-
ination based on genetic information, and
appears highly unlikely to do so this year. 

There are also signs that fears of stigmati-
zation and of losing, or being denied, jobs
and health insurance are preventing some
from taking part in population studies essen-
tial for tracking down disease-causing genes. 

Some 90 per cent of America’s six million
Jews are Ashkenazi, a group descended from
central and eastern European ancestors.
Their intermarriage over the centuries has
produced a population highly attractive to
geneticists, for whom Ashkenazim, like Ice-
landers and Finns, provide a relatively
homogenous group in which mutations are
easier to detect. 

But the results of early research have
alarmed some Ashkenazim. Researchers have
found that about 2.3 per cent of Ashkenazi
women carry particular mutations pre-
disposing them to breast and ovarian cancer;
last September, the corresponding figure for
colon cancer was published as 6.1 per cent. 

Collins stressed that such findings do not
indicate that Jews are any more predisposed
to mutations than other populations, but
merely that they have been the first to be
studied. The “silver lining” for Ashkenazim,
he added, is that they may be the first to 
benefit from drugs and other therapies that
will derive from the work. Meredith Wadman 
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