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Biologists appeal to Senate
to safeguard species act
More than 5,700 US biologists have signed 
a letter, delivered to the Senate on 8 March,
urging senators to uphold the scientific
principles of the Endangered Species Act.
Bills to reform the act are currently being
assessed by the Senate.
The act deals with the conservation of
threatened and endangered plants and
animals and their habitats. The House of
Representatives has passed a reform bill,
sponsored by Richard Pombo (Republican,
California), which many biologists say
would weaken the act’s protective powers
(see Nature438,140–141; 2005). That 
bill has now moved to the Senate, where 
a second, related bill is also being
considered.
The Union of Concerned Scientists,
which helped coordinate the letter, 
criticizes the legislation for putting
scientific decisions in the hands of 
political appointees, changing the 
definition of a species’ ‘critical habitat’, 
and excluding the use of common scientific
techniques when making decisions that
affect species.

Tap the power of the people
to get clean water, says UN
The world has plenty of fresh water, but
people still do not have equal access to it,
says a report from the United Nations.
Released on 9 March, the study builds on
the first World Water Development Reportin
2003, which identified 11 areas where the
world needs to improve water management.
The latest edition concludes that
bureaucratic restrictions are limiting
people’s access to water. Citizens, the 
report argues, need to be allowed to take
responsibility and organize themselves 
to ensure access to sufficient clean water.
The UN’s millennium development goals

include halving the number of people who
do not have access to safe drinking water or
basic sanitation by 2015.

Pentagon permits inquiry
into classified data
The US Department of Defense is to
investigate allegations of data tampering 
at the Lincoln Laboratory, part of the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT).
After a series of missile-defence tests in
1997 and 1998, data were allegedly altered
to hide the failure of a sensor. MIT stopped
its investigation after the Pentagon refused
to turn over what it said were classified data
(see Nature432,789; 2004).
Now, MIT says that the Pentagon has
agreed to conduct an investigation, to be 
led by Kenneth Krieg, the under-secretary
of defence for acquisition, technology 
and logistics. 
“To me it’s astonishing,” says MIT
professor Ted Postol, an outspoken critic 
of missile defence. “They’ve turned over
management of MIT’s academic integrity 
to the defence department.”
But Claude Canizares, an associate
provost at the university, says that the
classified nature of the materials left them
little choice. “This is not optional; it’s part 
of federal regulations,” he says.

Britain pursues plan to
scale back climate centre
Plans to close four UK environmental
research sites, which scientists say are
needed to help understand the threat of
climate change, have been approved with
only minor modifications.
The Natural Environment Research

Council confirmed on 8 March that four 
of the Centre for Ecology and Hydrology’s
eight sites will close as planned. Two
hundred positions had been expected to 
go, but the council says up to 40 of these
could be saved by its decision to increase 
the centre’s target for bringing in 
external research funds from £11 million 
(US$19 million) to £12.4 million per year. 
The council also pledged to maintain
operation of the centre’s long-term data sets.
Some of its records on biodiversity and
water quality go back decades, and many
researchers had feared that other funders,
such as universities, would be reluctant 
to take them over if the research council
withdrew funding (see Nature439,
770–771; 2006).

US drug agency looks set 
to get permanent leader
The acting commissioner of the US Food
and Drug Administration (FDA) is likely 
to be nominated for the permanent 
position imminently, according to a
knowledgeable source.
Andrew von Eschenbach, a urologic
surgeon, took over the agency on a
temporary basis after the sudden
resignation of Lester Crawford last
September (see Nature437,606; 2005). To
become permanent commissioner, he would
need to be nominated by President George
W. Bush and then confirmed by the Senate.
Von Eschenbach is still nominally chief 
of the National Cancer Institute — he was
appointed director in 2002. But he has
surrendered the institute’s day-to-day
management to John Niederhuber, one 
the deputy directors.
The FDA has been without a permanent
head for more than three of the past five years. 

Yeti discovered near South Pacific island
A crustacean dubbed
the Yeti crab (Kiwa
hirsuta) has stumbled
into the spotlight. 
This furry white crab
(pictured) hails from
a remote spot more
than 1,000
kilometres south of
Easter Island in the
Pacific Ocean.
Scientists led by 
the Monterey Bay
Aquarium Research
Institute in California
found the 15-centimetre-long creature at the
periphery of a newly discovered hydrothermal
vent some 2,200 metres below sea level.
Studies revealed it is distinct enough from its
known relatives to form the first member of a

new family: the Kiwaidae. In Polynesian
mythology, Kiwa is the goddess of shellfish.
The blind crab’s ‘hairs’, which feel like
toothbrush bristles, are covered by filamentous
bacteria, but their function is not yet known.

Hard to swallow: many people around the world

still do not have access to clean, fresh water.
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