
B Y  M E R E D I T H  W A D M A N

Francis Collins, director of the US 
National Institutes of Health (NIH), is in 
danger of missing a self-imposed dead-

line for his hallmark priority: establishing an 
NIH centre dedicated to speeding new treat-
ments from the lab to the clinic. 

Collins vowed that the $723-million 
National Center for Advancing Translational 
Sciences (NCATS) would be up and running 
on 1 October — in time for him to oversee its 
first year in operation. (Should Republicans 
capture the White House in November 2012, 
Collins could be out of a job.) But Congress 
must explicitly approve it in a 2012 spending 
bill — a document that has yet to be written 
and which the distracted, highly polarized 
body seems unlikely to pass before the new 
fiscal year begins on 1 October. 

So the NIH and the administration are 
developing a plan B: drafting an ‘anomaly’ that 

would allow the translational-medicine centre 
to launch on a reduced budget. The anomaly 
would be part of a stop-gap law, known as a 
continuing resolution, that keeps the govern-
ment funded at 2011 levels while law-makers 
finish drawing up 2012 spending bills. 

As to whether the manoeuvre will work, 
Kathy Hudson, the NIH deputy director 
for science, outreach and policy, says “we’re 

optimistic”. But the 
bar for an anomaly 
on a stop-gap fund-
ing bill can be high. 
Anomalies are usu-
ally limited to urgent 
matters such as emer-

gency services that are set to expire and can’t 
wait for a regular spending bill. The NIH’s 
rush to launch the centre has also come up 
against vocal opposition from Denny Reh-
berg (Republican, Montana), who chairs the 
House spending subcommittee that funds the 

NIH and who in June demanded more details 
from the agency about its plans. (He has since 
received them.) Rehberg’s position gives him 
significant, but not insuperable power; and 
NCATS’ ultimate goal of speeding cures to 
patients is a popular one in Congress. 

However, the fact remains that NCATS 
needs affirmative attention from a preoccupied 
Congress. “We’re keenly aware that we need 
to have a line item for NCATS — that it does 
need to be expressly written into appropria-
tions language,” says Margaret Anderson, the 
executive director of FasterCures, a think tank 
in Washington DC that focuses on speeding 
new therapies.

Collins, who early in his tenure declared 
translational medicine to be one of his top 
priorities, has pushed hard for the creation 
of the centre, which would focus on acceler-
ating and improving the process of drug and 
device development. He first encountered 
resistance on the NIH campus, when it 
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NIH centre faces spell in limbo
Congressional paralysis threatens to stall translational medicine initiative.

“We think it’s 
going to happen. 
We just don’t 
know how or 
when.”
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became clear that setting up the cen-
tre would mean dismantling and divid-
ing up the pieces of the National Center 
for Research Resources, a $1.3-billion 
NIH institute devoted to infrastructure 
and training. In Congress, Rehberg and  
others have questioned whether the agency 
is pushing the government into an area — 
drug development — that they say should 
be the preserve of industry. Collins has said 
that NCATS will “complement — not com-
pete with” the private sector.

On 15 June, after Collins announced a 
search for a director of the new centre, Reh-
berg wrote to Kathleen Sebelius, who heads 
the Department of Health and Human Ser-
vices, the NIH’s parent agency, pronounc-
ing himself “very troubled” by the search. 
Without an official budget amendment 
outlining the financing of the centre and 
explaining other details of the NIH’s plans 
that would “allow us to review the proposal 
fully”, Rehberg wrote, “we cannot responsi-
bly take any action on this matter”.

Under the Freedom of Information 
Act, Nature has obtained Sebelius’s 6 July 
response to Rehberg’s letter, which ran, 
with attachments, to 79 pages of minute 
detail about the structure, finances and 
goals of the proposed centre (see go.nature.
com/4wzijl). In her covering letter, Sebelius 
told Rehberg that the NIH has confined 
itself to “preliminary planning” with the 
aim of an efficient launch in 2012, and 
adds that the agency will not hire a direc-
tor “until NCATS is established”. Rehberg 
has not responded to multiple requests for 
comment over the 12 weeks since he wrote 
to Sebelius. 

But Congress’s broader budget trou-
bles seem as likely to delay NCATS as the 
skirmish with Rehberg. David Moore, a 
veteran congressional observer and senior 
director for governmental relations at the 
Association of American Medical Colleges 
in Washington DC, says that the increas-
ingly charged atmosphere around spending 
issues on Capitol Hill makes it impossible 
to predict the chances of Congress passing 
a bill — whether a stop gap measure or a full 
2012 law — in time for NCATS to launch 
on 1 October. “We think it’s going to hap-
pen. We just don’t know how or when,”  
he says. ■ 

B Y  R O N  C O W E N

The Kepler spacecraft has hit an unex-
pected obstacle as it patiently watches 
the heavens for exoplanets: too many 

rowdy young stars. The orbiting probe detects 
small dips in the brightness of a star that occur 
when a planet crosses its face. But an analysis 
of some 2,500 of the tens of thousands of Sun-
like stars detected in Kepler’s field of view has 
found that the stars themselves flicker more 
than predicted, with the largest number vary-
ing twice as much as the Sun. That makes it 
harder to detect Earth-sized bodies.

As a result, the analysis suggests that Kepler 
will need more than double its planned mis-
sion life of three-and-a-half years to achieve its 
main goal of determining how common Earth-
like planets are in the Milky Way. 

Kepler is currently slated to run until Novem-
ber 2012 and, given NASA’s budget pressures, 
including the ever-rising cost of the James 
Webb Space Telescope (JWST), an extension is 
by no means certain. “I’m concerned that pro-
grammes like Kepler might be squeezed out in 

order to have enough funding for the JWST,” 
says Kepler’s chief data analyst, Jon Jenkins at 
the SETI Institute in Mountain View, California. 
“We need an eight-year mission to reach our 
goal of understanding whether there are other 
worlds out there like Earth.” NASA declined to 
comment on Kepler’s chances of securing an 
extension; a decision is expected next spring.

In many ways, the mission has been a huge 
success. Earlier this year, Kepler scientists 
announced that the craft had discovered 1,235 
candidate exoplanets, 68 of which are Earth-
sized. Fifty-four of the total number of planets 
detected, all of them larger than Earth, orbit 
within the habitable zone of their parent stars, 
a region temperate enough for water to remain 
liquid on the surface of a rocky body. More exo-
planet discoveries are expected to be announced 
next week in Moran, Wyoming, at a conference 
on extreme solar systems, and a new batch of 
Kepler data, based on 674 million observa-
tions recorded from September to Decem-
ber 2009, is scheduled for public release on  
23 September.

In an article posted online in July and 
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Jumpy stars slow 
hunt for other Earths
NASA mission looks for extra time to battle stellar noise.

The Kepler probe is searching part of the Milky Way for signs of Earth-like planets.

Kepler’s
�eld of

view

C
. R

O
B

ER
TS

/N
A

S
A

M
. C

IZ
EK

/A
FP

/G
ET

TY
 IM

A
G

ES

V.
 R

A
JA

 /
W

IK
IP

ED
IA

1 4 2  |  N A T U R E  |  V O L  4 7 7  |  8  S E P T E M B E R  2 0 1 1

IN FOCUSNEWS

© 2011 Macmillan Publishers Limited. All rights reserved



currently in press in The Astrophysical Journal, 
Kepler scientist Ron Gilliland of the Space Tel-
escope Science Institute in Baltimore, Mary-
land, and his collaborators describe Kepler’s 
noise dilemma (R. L. Gilliland et al. preprint 
at http://arxiv.org/abs/1107.5207; 2011). The 
signal of an Earth analogue is a drop in a star’s 
luminosity of about 85 parts per million, last-
ing several hours, whenever such a planet 
passes in front of its parent star.

Before Kepler’s launch in early 2009, the 
team had assumed that the Sun-like stars 
viewed by the craft would be about as quiet as 
the Sun, with luminosity fluctuating in a range 
near 10 parts per million (a 0.001% variation) 
over the key timescale of about 6.5 hours. But 
Gilliland and his colleagues found that the 
noise in the Kepler data is much larger (see 
‘Too much twinkle’), with most of it intrinsic 
to the stars themselves, rather than caused by 
instrument problems or other errors associ-
ated with recording low light levels.

Gilliland believes that the stellar equivalent 
of sunspots are the most likely culprits. Sun-
spots form when magnetic activity creates areas 

on the solar surface that 
are temporarily cooler 
and darker than normal, 
affecting the Sun’s overall 
brightness. Gilliland sus-
pects that such magnetic 

activity is higher among the Sun-like stars in 
the Kepler field than in the Sun itself, probably 
because they are younger. Younger stars spin 
faster, driving a more vigorous magnetic field. 

In fact, Gilliland suggests that about half the 
stars in the Kepler field are younger than the 
Sun, even though theoretical predictions had 
indicated that about two-thirds would be older. 
If this youthful bias is true of the entire Milky 
Way, “that would indeed be a surprise”, with 
far-reaching implications for how stars are 
born and die, Jenkins says.

But whatever the source of the stellar noise, 

Gilliland says that Kepler will have to detect 
twice as many transits of Earth-like analogues 
than planned — an average of six passages per 
planet rather than three, at intervals of roughly 
a year — to be sure that a dip in starlight is a 
true signal of an Earth-sized body. This means 
that the probe will need a full eight years to 
attain its original goal of finding about 75% of 
Earth analogues among its target stars.

“We need an extended mission because the 
detection of Earth-sized planets hangs in the 
balance,” says Geoff Marcy an astronomer at 
the University of California, Berkeley, and a 
member of the Kepler team.

Focusing on planet candidates that have 
a diameter no smaller than 1.2 times that of 
Earth could speed up the mission, says Gilli-
land, because they cast a deeper shadow and 
so are easier to pick out from the stellar noise. 
But a planet that is 20% larger than Earth may 
not be a rocky body like our home planet, some 
models suggest. It could, for instance, be a 
‘waterworld’, with a deep ocean or a shell of ice. 

If the mission is restricted to such larger 
planets, it may not answer the question that 
Kepler was built to study, says Gilliland. Find-
ing out whether other Earths exist “is a ques-
tion humans have been asking for thousands of 
years”, says Jenkins. “It would be a real shame” 
if NASA ends the mission “just as Kepler is on 
the threshold of answering it”. ■

 NATURE.COM
For more on Kepler’s 
hunt for other 
Earths, see:
go.nature.com/qoydhc

TOO MUCH TWINKLE
In a sample of 2,500 Sun-like stars monitored by the 
Kepler probe, most vary in brightness more than the 
Sun does, which makes planets harder to see.
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