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A climate physicist describes
plans to monitor the disaster
scenario that Hollywood turned
into a blockbuster film. 

Soon after the opening credits of
The Day After Tomorrow, a couple 
of buoys floating in the Atlantic
Ocean register plummeting water
temperature. The film gets into full
swing as the Gulf Stream shuts
down, which takes hours. Days
later, ice blankets northern Europe
and the United States.

Events would not unfold as 
fast as the film suggests, but
widespread freshening of the
Atlantic caused by more rain and
melting ice could weaken the
north-flowing part of the Gulf
Stream. If the current stopped
completely, Europe would suffer
without the warmth it brings.

Some researchers entertain
‘dreamlike scenarios’ of such
climate turmoil, but I am reassured
that others are asking relevant
questions: what signs would 
there be of an imminent shutdown,
and where in the Atlantic 

might we be able to detect them?
The most precise recipe comes

from the Journal of Marine Research
(J. Baehr et al. 62, 283–312; 2004).
The authors use a computer model
to show that temperature and
salinity data from moorings along 
a latitude of 26� N, combined with
measurements of surface winds
and estimates of current strength
off Florida, could give the strength
of the Atlantic current system to 
within 10% — and predict its fate. 

I think investment in such an
array would be worth while, even 
if today’s widespread freshening
turns out not to be a harbinger of
disaster. In 1984, my predecessor
at Bern’s Physics Institute, Hans
Oeschger, proposed that flips in
circulation patterns could trigger
abrupt climate change, but we 
still know very little about ocean
currents. An Atlantic array would
allow modelling groups such as
mine to improve our predictions 
by quantifying the natural
variability of the ocean 
circulation for the first time. 

every �-particle in the battery contributes to
the current. Using radioisotopes with long
half-lives could produce low-power batteries
that last for decades — ideal for satellites. 

CHEMICAL BIOLOGY

Ironing out bugs
Nature Chem. Biol. 1, 29–32 (2005)
The bacteria responsible for tuberculosis and
plague both need iron to become virulent in
humans, and both produce iron-sequestering
compounds, known as siderophores. So
drugs that block siderophore synthesis could
provide a line for antibiotic attack. 

Researchers from Cornell University and
the Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center
in New York have devised a molecule that
binds to and inhibits enzymes involved in
siderophore synthesis. The compound
successfully reduces the growth of both
Mycobacterium tuberculosis and Yersinia
pestis under iron-poor in vitro conditions.

CANCER

To catch a kinase
Nature Genet. doi:10.1038/ng1571 (2005)
In order to divide and spread, many cancers
rely on faults in enzymes called protein
kinases, which means mutant kinases are
potential drug targets. Humans have 518
known kinase genes, and a team headed by
Mike Stratton of the UK Sanger Institute has
screened the DNA sequences of all these
genes in 25 cases of breast cancer. 

The team found the number of non-
inherited mutations in the cancer cells 
ranged from none to dozens. The pattern 
of changes in some cases suggests there is an
underlying mutation mechanism that has not
been seen before.

NONLINEAR PHYSICS

Black magic
Phys. Rev. Lett. 94, 184503 (2005)
The bizarre black disc pictured right is 
a magnetic fluid deformed by solitons 
— localized packets of energy that have 
a stable shape. 

Each spike is a soliton, about a centimetre
high, that rises from the surface of a
suspension of iron oxide particles. Created 
by Reinhard Richter at Germany’s Bayreuth
University and Igor Barashenkov at the
University of Cape Town in South Africa, 
the structures are held aloft in the ferrofluid 
by a constant magnetic field.

The solitons seem to keep their shape
because of the nonlinearity that the spike
creates in the surrounding magnetic field.
Similar mechanisms have previously been
observed only in one-dimensional solitons.
Other surface solitons, which are confined
in two dimensions, need energy to sustain
their structure. 

QUANTUM DOTS

Light boxes
Science 308, 1158–1161 (2005)
Put a nanoscale blob of semiconductor
inside a cavity that contains light and it is
possible to probe the fundamentals of
quantum mechanics by looking at how this
‘quantum dot’ and the light interact. Sounds
straightforward, but research has been
hindered by construction problems — it’s
hard to put the dot in the cavity, and difficult
to design the cavity to trap the right
wavelength of light. 

An encouraging approach for building
these systems in semiconductors comes from
researchers at the University of California,

Santa Barbara, and the Swiss Federal
Institute of Technology in Zurich. They grew
a dot in a sandwich of layers, then drilled
holes around it to define a ‘photonic crystal’
that acts as cavity walls. They tuned the
wavelength by varying the size of the holes. 

DEVELOPMENTAL BIOLOGY 

The right slant
Cell 121, 633–644 (2005)
One of the biggest questions in developmental
biology is how embryos that begin as
uniform balls of cells end up asymmetric.
Experiments in mice provided a clue when
researchers discovered that hair-like cilia
protruding from embryonic cells in mice
rotate, somehow setting up a flow in 
the surrounding fluid that defines the
left–right axis.

A team led by Nobutaka Hirokawa of the
University of Tokyo supplies another piece 
of the puzzle by showing exactly how the
cilia’s movement sets up the directional flow.
The researchers found that the cilia rotate
around an axis tilted 40� backwards. The
same rotation was observed in rabbit and
medakafish embryos, suggesting that the
mechanism, previously studied only 
in mice, defines asymmetry in 
other vertebrates.

“We still know very little
about ocean currents.”
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