
Rumours are swirling that a European satellite 
mission may have detected dark matter, the 
mysterious particles thought to make up as 
much of 85% of all matter in the Universe.

Nature has learned that the PAMELA (Pay-
load for Antimatter Matter Exploration and 
Light-nuclei Astrophysics) mission — a col-
laboration between Italy, Russia, Germany and 
Sweden — has detected a surplus of high-energy 
antielectrons whizzing through space. The anti-
electrons, also called positrons, could be the 
clearest signature yet of the dark matter lurking 
in the Milky Way, according to Dan Hooper, a 
theoretical physicist at Fermilab in Batavia, Illi-
nois. “If it’s true, it’s a major discovery,” he says.

Previous space and balloon missions saw 
hints of the same positron surplus in the 
1990s. But their energy range was limited and 
their measurements had high uncertainty. 

PAMELA is, in principle, capable of detecting 
higher-energy positrons with far better accu-
racy than any other mission to date.

PAMELA’s principal investigator, Piergiorgio 
Picozza, a physicist at the University of Rome Tor 
Vergata, declined to comment on the findings 
until they have been published. However, those 
who have seen the PAMELA data think they 
are telling. “This is the type of signal that one 
would expect [from dark matter],” says Graciela 
Gelmini, a theoretical physicist at the University 
of California, Los Angeles, who has studied the 
team’s results. But Gelmini adds, the measure-
ment is tricky, “so one has to be cautious”.

Most physicists believe that the Universe 
is filled with particles that rarely — if ever 
— interact with the stuff of stars, planets and 
people. This ‘dark matter’ has so far only been 
indirectly detected through its gravitational 

pull on galaxies, and its influence on the 
curvature of the Universe itself. 

But PAMELA may be seeing another, more 
concrete signature of the ghostly particles. The 
satellite has found an unexpected increase in 
the number of high-energy positrons flitting 
through the Galaxy, says Bob McElrath, a the-
orist at CERN, Europe’s high-energy physics 
laboratory near Geneva in Switzerland. The 
findings were briefly flashed across the screen 
at this month’s International Conference on 
High Energy Physics in Philadelphia, Pennsyl-
vania, and they’ve got the community abuzz, 
McElrath says. “I’ve had people e-mailing and 
asking me to try and get the slides.”

PAMELA’s positron surplus could come 
from dark matter particles described by the 
supersymmetry theory. This predicts the exist-
ence of super-heavy counterparts to everyday 

The lay-off last week of a senior political 
scientist involved in helping poor countries 
prepare for climate change has exposed a stark 
division in opinions on the core purpose of a 
key US climate-research institution.

The National Center for Atmospheric 
Research (NCAR) in Boulder, Colorado, says 
its hand was forced by several years of largely 
stagnant budgets. These have resulted in the 
loss of 12% of its core workforce during the 
past five years — ironically, during a period in 
which climate change moved to centre stage in 
Washington DC.

But the lay-off of Mickey Glantz, a high-
profile researcher who has chalked up some 
34 years at the institution, has raised questions 
about whether NCAR is turning its back on 
the social sciences at a time when international 
efforts are focusing on mitigation and adapta-
tion. Certainly Glantz believes this is the case, 
saying budgets are just an excuse and that the 
leadership is defensively “circling the wagons”. 
His dismissal is tied to NCAR’s announcement 
last week that it is shutting its Center for Capac-
ity Building, the highly respected outreach pro-
gramme that Glantz has run since 2005.

But others associated with the programme 
say they believe the NCAR leadership still 
backs them despite its budgetary problems. 
“I don’t think this has anything to do with 
shutting down social science at NCAR,” says 
Linda Mearns, who recently stepped down as 
director of the Institute for the Study of Society 
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Swedish researchers have launched a scathing 
attack on the scientific credentials of an 
international advisory body on biodiversity, 
warning that its effectiveness is being 
undermined by the increasing dominance of 
politicians and professional negotiators.

Their concerns about the work of the 
scientific body that advises the Convention on 
Biological Diversity (CBD) are widely shared, 
the convention’s own executive secretary, 
Ahmed Djoghlaf, has told Nature. The 
convention has been signed by 168 countries 
who pledge to significantly reduce the current 
rate of biodiversity loss by 2010. Article 25 
of the convention states that government 
representatives shall be “competent in the 
relevant field of expertise”, but according to the 
Swedes, this is often not the case.

In a letter published in Conservation Biology, 
the ten scientists in the Swedish delegation to 
the CBD say that some parties to the convention 
are clearly trying to move away from science so 
that the convention does not interfere with trade 
and economic growth (L. Laikre et al. Conserv. 
Biol. 22, 814–815; 2008).

Per Wramner of Södertörn University College 
in Flemingsberg, who is one of the letter’s 
authors, says that the February CBD meeting in 
Rome pushed them to act after it became bogged 
down in political wrangling and semantics. “This 
last meeting was a disaster from the scientific 
perspective,” says Wramner, who chairs the 
Swedish government’s CBD advisory group. 

“Mexico and the European Union also expressed 
concern that there are too many new issues of 
procedure and of a policy nature,” says Djoghlaf.

Conservation scientist Michael Stocking of 
the University of East Anglia, Norwich, UK, says 
that the nomination system is “the core of the 
problem, in that these tend to be government 
nominees ... not scientists who are up to date 
with the literature”. Countries that fund the CBD 
will have to insist on change for it to actually 
happen, says Stocking, who is vice-chair of the 
Scientific and Technical Advisory Panel for the 
Global Environment Facility, which administers 
the funding for the CBD.

The concerns come amid attempts led by 
France to create a new international science 
policy group on biodiversity. Modelled on 
the same independent framework as the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, this 
new body could mitigate some of the recently 
raised concerns. A ‘concept note’ for the new 
group was circulated last month by France.  ■

Daniel Cressey
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and Environment there. Mearns says social 
scientists within the institute will continue to 
work with physical scientists at NCAR on inte-
grated research projects. “And that’s the proper 
role for an institute in social science at NCAR.” 

On the other side, some scientists are ques-
tioning whether the institution has done 
enough to maintain, let alone build, its exper-
tise in the physical sciences, particularly in 
climate modelling. These questions have been 
driven home by the departure 
of key scientists, including 
William Collins, who helped 
oversee NCAR’s climate model-
ling programme. “I can tell you 
in the science divisions here, 
it’s the worst mood people have 
seen in a long time, and one 
reflection is people walking 
away,” says Caspar Ammann, 
a palaeoclimatologist at the 
institution.

NCAR’s new director, Eric 
Barron, who took over in July, 
says the institution is in an 
“interesting position”, caught 
between a dismal budgetary 
outlook and ongoing concerns about where 
NCAR should direct its limited resources. 
“A number of people are saying that our climate 
modelling programme has taken too big of a 
hit. People are saying very loudly that NCAR 
is not setting its priorities the way it should,” he 
says. “The simple fact of the matter is that years 
of tight budgets are coming home to roost.”

Barron says he supports the social science 
mission but was able to preserve several 

particles. The lightest supersymmetrical 
particles are expected to be both massive and 
stable — making them prime candidates for dark 
matter. Occasionally, theorists believe, two of 
these particles will smash together and annihilate 
each other in a burst of energy. The annihilation 
will create a stream of more conventional parti-
cles that will eventually decay, leaving energetic 
electrons and positrons. In other words, the posi-
trons detected by PAMELA could be the direct 
result of dark-matter annihilations. 

The detection is the second dark-matter 
claim by Italians in recent months. In April, 
scientists at the DAMA/LIBRA (Dark Matter/
Large Sodium Iodide Bulk for Rare Processes) 
experiment, located beneath Italy’s Gran Sasso 
mountain, claimed to have seen dark-matter 
particles (see Nature 452, 918; 2008). The 
PAMELA results are unconnected, and their 
suggested mass range for dark matter seems to 
contradict the DAMA claim.

PAMELA’s findings are far from certain. 

Identifying fast-moving positrons is extremely 
difficult, says Stefan Schael, a physicist at 
RWTH Aachen University in Germany. Their 
positive charge and high energies can make 
them look like ordinary protons, he says. Ide-
ally, experiments would have two detectors 
capable of telling the difference, but PAMELA 
only has one. “They have only one chance for 
this identification,” Schael says. “This is the 
main challenge for the group.”

Even if the surplus exists, it could be from 
nearby astronomical sources. Objects such 
as neutron stars, pulsars and X-ray binary 
stars are capable of making energetic posi-
trons that would fool PAMELA. “When the 
data are released there will certainly be a large 
number of people looking at the question,” says 
Hooper.

For now, however, the community is waiting 
with bated breath. As McElrath says: “We all 
wonder what’s going on up there.” ■

Geoff Brumfiel

positions throughout the institution “that 
are of critical importance” by eliminating a 
single programme that he says cost upwards of 
$730,000 annually.

NCAR’s base budget — almost $88.5 million 
in the fiscal year 2008 — comes from the US 
National Science Foundation, although the 
institution receives significant funding from 
other federal agencies as well. In the fiscal year 
2007, its overall budget came to $149.3 million. 

Although current appropria-
tions bills in Congress would 
increase NCAR’s budget, few 
expect this legislation to pass 
in an election year. Congress 
is likely to wind up passing 
a “continuing resolution” 
later this autumn that would 
effectively freeze current 
spending levels until at least 
early next year. 

Roger Pielke Jr, a climate 
policy expert at the Center 
for Science and Technology 
Policy Research at the Univer-
sity of Colorado at Boulder, 
says it’s not clear why Glantz 

was singled out or, more broadly, how NCAR 
is addressing its fiscal situation. “There’s really 
no transparency in how these decisions are 
made,” he says.

Glantz, who has been guaranteed one year’s 
salary, says he plans to stay on for a while, 
although such courtesies will not be extended 
to his staff, including an administrative posi-
tion and two researchers. ■

Jeff Tollefson

Mickey Glantz’s social science 
department has been axed.
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