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Not all children can harness
the full goodness of their
mother's milk.
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nets’. Similarly encouraging preliminary data
are coming in from Ethiopia, Eritrea, Mozam-
bique, South Africa and Rwanda.

But collecting and analysing rigorous data
is difficult. Snow had to ensure that his data
covered a long enough period, and that his
models accounted for rainfall and other fac-
tors that make teasing out the direct impact of
interventions difficult.

Until now, most of the data have emerged in
a fragmented way from organizations with a
vested interest in the figures released. A report
that has been billed as a success story, released by
the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
on 17 October, showed that annual global pro-
duction of insecticide-treated bednets soared
from 30 million nets in 2004 to 63 million nets
in 2006, and orders of artemisinin jumped from
3 million doses in 2003 to 100 million in 2006.

But experts argue that such organizations
often release data more for advocacy than
to assess operations. The spin on the figures
masks the fact that all countries are far short
of the targets set by Rollback Malaria of 80%
coverage of all interventions by 2010 — most
have not achieved a fraction of that.

One key test will be in Zambia, in a pro-
gramme launched in 2005 and funded by the Bill
& Melinda Gates Foundation. It aims to reduce
deaths from malaria by 75% by 2008, through
a huge scale-up of bednets, drugs and house
spraying. Results submitted for publication
show that in households with bednets, parasite
prevalence in children and anaemia in infants fell
from about 20% to 13%. At the end of 2006, the
project had 20% of children under bednets; 40%
ofhouseholds owned a net; and spraying reached
34% of targeted households. In absolute terms
these are still “miserably low numbers”, points
out one expert, adding that the overall malaria
effort falls far short of its own targets.

The few countries where progress on mor-
tality is being reported all fall within zones
in Africa that are moderate both in terms of
the intensity of transmission (the number of
infected mosquito bites per person) and the
length of the malaria season.

No one has yet shown a reduction of malaria
in countries such as the Democratic Republic
of Congo and Nigeria, where transmission rates
are so high that preventative measures might
have little impact on mortality. These two coun-
tries alone account for around half of malaria
mortality in Africa, but poor management and
health systems mean that they remain laggards
in implementing malaria control measures, let
alone evaluating their impact. [ ]
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Committee releases shortlist
of Mars landing sites

Six potential landing sites have been chosen for
NASA's Mars Science Laboratory, a large rover
set to assess the past habitability of sites on
the planet's surface, when it lands in October
2010. The shortlist, chosen from dozens of
possibilities, includes craters partly filled with
sediment, an ancient flood channel and regions
rich in clay minerals thought to date froman
era when the martian surface was wetter than
it is today. However, changes
to the mission's scope mean
that options that might offer
excellent science could end up
being dismissed as impractical.

The mission has a‘landing
ellipse’ roughly 20 kilometres
across to account for the uncertainties
involved in guiding a spacecraft over millions
of kilometres to a soft landing on a windy
planet. The terrain in the ellipse needs to
be smooth and flat. “If you ask an engineer,
they'd like to land in a Walmart parking lot,”
says Jack Mustard, a planetary geologist at
Brown University in Providence, Rhode Island.

As originally conceived, once landed,
the rover would have been able to travel
well outside this ellipse to places neither
smooth nor flat — the sorts of outcrop that
geologists favour. But participants at last
month's workshop to choose the candidate
sites, hosted by NASA's Jet Propulsion
Laboratory in Pasadena, California, found that
sites where the rover would need to travel
10 kilometres or more to obtain samples were
now being flagged as possibly problematic.

“l would have been screaming at that,"”

60°

30°

30°

60°

©2007 Nature Publishing Group

“If you ask an
engineer, they'd like
tolandina Walmart

parking lot.”

Mars projection with shortlisted landing sites, two of which are in the southern hemisphere.

says Ken Edgett, of Malin Space Science
Systems of San Diego, who is a principal
investigator on the mission but was unable to
attend the workshop because of the wildfires
in California. "It limits your expectations,”
says Mustard, who favours a site in the Nili
Fossae region from which the rover would

be able, if all went well, to sally forth to a
region of dramatic erosion that he has dubbed
Monument Valley.

Changes in the way that
the rover's moving parts will
be lubricated raise issues for
sites in the planet's southern
highlands, as they reduce the
rover's capabilities in winter
conditions. Nevertheless, the scientists
shortlisted two southern sites as worthy of
further study. One of them, Holden Crater,
contains what seem to be lake sediments and
adelta. "It's awesome,"” says Mustard.

The shortlisted sites will now be
scrutinized further by instruments on board
NASA's Mars Reconnaissance Orbiter, which
is currently circling the planet. At the same
time, computer models will assess the risk
of winds at the sites being strong enough
to mess up the landing. It is very unlikely
that all six will be considered too risky, says
John Grant of the Smithsonian Institution’s
Center for Earth and Planetary Studies in
Washington DC and co-chair of the site-
selection committee. The final decision does
not need to be made until nearer the launch in
October 2009. |
Oliver Morton
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