
Pierre and Marie Curie University 
(University of Paris VI) and a member 
of CNRS's science council, she'll also 
work to "restore direct funding and 
decision-making power to the individ­
ual laboratories." 

Brechignac's affiliation with CNRS 
goes back more than 25 years, to when 
she began her career using laser spec­
troscopy to study collisions between 
atoms and radioactive isotopes at the 
organization's Aime Cotton Laboratory 
in Orsay. She later switched research 
topics and in 1981 started a group in 
atomic aggregates. She served as direc­
tor of Aime Cotton from 1989 to 1995, 
when she became director of CNRS's 
physical and mathematical sciences de­
partment. "The choice of Catherine 
Brechignac is certainly a good one," says 
Hubert Curien, a retired solid-state 
physicist who served as minister of re­
search and technology in four previous 
socialist governments. "She is bright in 
her judgments and her decisions." 

TONI FEDER 

A Physicist, Rexhep 
Mejdani, Now Leads 
Albania 

On July 25, the People's Assembly 
of Albania elected physicist Rex­

hep Mejdani to be the country's next 
president, following general elections 
at the end of June in which the Socialist 
Party overwhelmingly defeated the in­
cumbent Democratic Party. Mejdani 
will serve a five-year term, sharing 
governing responsibilities with the 
new prime minister, Fatos Nano. 

Since February, the troubled Balkan 
nation has experienced what some de­
scribe as a "meltdown," triggered by the 
collapse of pyramid investment schemes, 
which wiped out an estimated $1.2 
billion of Albanians' personal savings, 
and fed by street violence, looting and 
mob activity. Restoring stability will 
be a difficult task, and Mejdani has 
said he intends to pursue a course 
dedicated to "national reconciliation." 

A professor of physics at the Uni­
versity of Tirana when he was elected, 
Mejdani has more international ties 
than the average Albanian. He holds 
a 1984 PhD in physics from the Uni­
versity of Paris South and has been a 
frequent visitor to the International 
Centre for Theoretical Physics in Tri­
este, Italy. In addition, he served on 
the council of the European Physical 
Society and has been vice president of 
the Albanian Physical Society since its 
founding in 1991. Mejdani's research 
in condensed matter theory has fo­
cused on disordered crystals. 

The new president's entry into poli­
tics is a recent one. He joined the 
Socialist Party in early 1996 and 
shortly afterward was named secretary 
general, the party's second highest 
post. Prior to that, he served as chair­
man of the election commission during 
the country's first democratic elections 
in 1991. Robert Papa, an officer at the 
Albanian embassy in Washington, DC, 
expressed concern over the Socialist 
Party's ties to the old Communist regime, 
but said that Mejdani "looks more mod­
erate than the others [in his party]." 

It remains to be seen what, if any­
thing, Mejdani's election means for the 
scientific community. Agim Minxhozi, 
president of the Albanian Physical So­
ciety and a researcher at the Institute 
of Nuclear Physics in Tirana, described 
the current status of physics in his coun­
try as "very, very poor. We have a prob­
lemjust of survival sometimes. We have 
lost many young promising people who 
have emigrated." Political instability 
has made it impossible to set a long-term 
strategy for research, he said, which in 
turn has hampered requests for funding 
from foreign agencies. 

Minxhozi said he had a "friendly" 
conversation with Mejdani after the 
election and hopes the president will 
indeed support science. Although Me­
jdani's recent interests have been more 
political than scientific, "I still believe 
that he is our friend," Minxhozi said. 
"But in this country, we have many 
problems, small ones, big ones. I am 
not sure how it will evolve." 

JEAN KUMAGAI 

Board Grants 
Massachusetts Physics 
Programs a Reprieve 

Physics programs in the Massachu­
setts state college system will be 

reviewed externally, not automatically 
phased out, the state's Board of Higher 
Education decided in June. 

The system's 3 physics programs­
in Bridgewater, North Adams and 
Worcester-were among the more than 
40 programs singled out last fall for 
possible closure because they produce 
fewer than five graduates annually 
(see PHYSICS TODAY, June, page 7 4); 26 
of them will be closed immediately. 

Bonnie Kind, Worcester State Col­
lege's vice president for academic af­
fairs , and others credit the arguments 
given by two state college presidents 
at a board hearing for persuading the 
board to override a recommendation 
by the state's chancellor of higher edu­
cation to cut the physics programs. 
"One thing that was persuasive was 
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the issue of not denying students ac­
cess to physics in the system as a 
whole," Kind says. The external re­
view, which will be conducted over the 
next academic year, will be used to help 
the board reach a "final determination 
whether to consolidate, discontinue or 
transfer" the programs. 

Although faculty and administra­
tors are pleased about the reprieve for 
physics programs, the threat of closure 
still looms. "Many of us feel that [the 
board has] only placated us for a year, 
but still intends to eliminate the pro­
grams" if the five-graduates-per-year 
quota is not met, says Ann Lydecker, 
provost and academic vice president of 
Bridgewater State College. "It's pro­
bationary and we're still worried," 
agrees Bridgewater physics chair 
George Weygand. "But at least we 
have a chance. I'm confident we'll be 
successful in justifying our existence." 

TONI FEDER 

IN BRIEF 

In June physical chemist Kurt 
Komarek began a three-year term as 

chair of the International Institute for 
Applied Systems Analysis's governing 
council. 
Founded 25 
years ago, the 
Laxenburg , 
Austria­
based IIASA 
supports pol­
icy-oriented 
research on 
global envi­
ronmental is­
sues. It has 
16 national 
member or­
ganizations in 

KURT KOMAREK 

Europe, North America and Asia. 
Komarek, a member of the Austrian 
Academy of Sciences and until recently 
a member of the University of Vienna's 
chemistry faculty, has served on IIASA's 
council since 1991. As council chair, 
Komarek succeeds Russian theoretical 
physicist Gueorgui S. Golitsyn. 

The Directory of Physics, Astronomy 
and Geophysics Staff for 1996-97 

is now available. Published by the 
American Institute of Physics, the di­
rectory provides contact information 
for approximately 30 000 scientists in 
academe, government, industry, hospi­
tals and other types of institutions in 
the US and Canada. Copies may be 
obtained for $65 each (or $52 for mem­
bers of AIP member societies or Cor­
porate Associates; American Physical 
Society members will receive a compli­
mentary copy) by writing to the Ameri-



Canada Hosts 1997 Physics Olympiad 

Eighteen high school students 
won gold medals at the 28th 

In ternational Ph ysics Oly m­
piad, which took place in Sud­
bury, Ontario, in July. They 
are shown here with Canadian 
N obel Laureate Bertram Brock­
house (left) and ph ysicist 
Clarence Virtue of Laurentian 
University of Sudbury. A total 
of 266 students from 56 coun­
tries participated in the event, 
held at the university. 

The students competed as in­
dividuals, but when their scores were tallied by team, Russia 
was the overall winner. China placed second, followed by 
Iran, Australia, Germany, Romania, the UK and the US. All 
five American competitors won medals: Boris Zbarsky of 
Rockville, Maryland, garnered a gold; Christopher Hirata of 
Deerfield, Illinois, got a silve r; and N oah-Bray Ali of Los 
Angeles, Michael Levin of Chicago and Travis Hime of N ew 
Canaan, Connecticu t, each won a bronze. 

swimming, canoeing and hiking at Grundy Lake Provincial 
Park as part of the many recreational activities that were 
scheduled. And they attended a presentation about the Sud­
bury Neutrino Observatory, which is being constructed 6800 
feet below ground in a working mine owned by Inca Ltd. 

Inca, the world's largest producer of nickel metal, contrib­
uted about 30% of the roughly $360 000 total cost of the 
olympiad. Voluntary contributions from the participating 
teams added 20% more, and the balance was donated by 
various government, corporate and community sponsors. 
"We were pleased with the response from the teams this year. 
Most countries realize that the fees are necessary," said Alan 
Nursall , chairman of the organizing committee in Sudbury. 
The olympiad statutes were amended this year to fo rmally 
recognize the need to ask for voluntary contributions from 
the teams, Nursall said. 

In the experimental part of the competition, the partici­
pants had to correlate the deflection of a bimorph-two bonded 
layers of piezoelectric crystal-to an applied voltage and use the 
results to determine the bimorph 's capacitance. And for the 
theoretical part, they tackled a series of scaling problems, a study 
of the stabili ty of certain nuclei against specific channels of 
radioactive decay and the calculation of lift and drag on an 
aircraft wing. 

The students toured a science center and museum , known 
as Science North, and the Big Nickel Mine and spent a day 

The 1998 International Physics Olympiad will be held in 

can Institute of Physics, d o AIDC, PO 
Box 20, Williston, VT 05495; phone 
800-689-2432; fax 802-864-4672. 

On 2 July the New Jersey Institute 
of Technology took over Caltech's 

Big Bear Solar Observatory and the 
solar array at Owens Valley Radio Ob­
servatory in California (see PHYSICS 

TODAY, October 1996, page 61). The 
facilities are now run by NJIT's new 
Center for Solar Research, and NJIT's 
Phil Goode is the director. NJIT plans 
to install new instrumentation, and 
will emphasize infrared and high-reso­
lution observations. At a ceremony 
marking the transfer, Big Bear's dome 
and telescopes were named in honor 
of Caltech astrophysicist Harold Zirin, 
the observatory's founder and its direc­
tor for nearly 30 years. 

The Quarterly Journal of the Royal 
Astronomical Society has been re­

born as Astronomy & Geophysics. The 
redesigned bimonthly now includes 
topical articles in interdisciplinary re­
search, science policy, news, opinions, 
correspondence and book and software 
reviews. The RAS decided to revamp 
the journal after a 1992 survey of its 
members revealed that they wanted a 
publication more relevant to their pro-

Reykjavik, Iceland. JUDY BARKER 

fessional lives. Sue Bowler of the Uni­
versity of Leeds is the editor of Astron­
omy & Geophysics. 

In July, the first issue of Optics Ex­
press, an all-electronic, peer-re­

viewed journal, went on-line. Publish­
ed by the Optical Society of America 
and edited by Joseph Eberly of the 
University of Rochester, the biweekly 
journal covers original research in op­
tical science and technology. Optics 
Express can be accessed free through 
OSA's World Wide Web site, 
http://www.osa.org. Publishing in the 
journal is also free through the end of 
this year; in 1998, OSA will begin 
charging fees comparable to those it 
charges for print journals. 

Theoretical physicists from institu­
tions that are not considered major 

research centers are now eligible for 
visiting scholar awards at the Institute 
of Theoretical Physics in Santa Bar­
bara, California. Each award covers 
three trips to the institute and six 
weeks oflocal expenses, to be used over 
a three-year period; up to ten awards 
will be made in 1998. The ITP spon­
sors several research programs each 
year; next spring's topics are dualities 
in string theory and Bose-Einstein 

condensation. Applications are due by 
1 November. Further information is 
available on the World Wide Web at 
http://www.itp.ucsb.edu or by sending 
e-mail to scholars@itp.ucsb.edu. 

To enhance the participation of un­
derrepresented minorities in as­

tronomy and astrophysics, the Ameri­
can Astronomical Society has estab­
lished a committee on minorities. "The 
impetus for forming the committee was 
the lack of good statistics on minorities 
in astronomy and the desire to do 
something more formal to promote 
their involvement," says committee 
chair Gibor Basri of the University of 
California, Berkeley. The committee's 
plans include setting up a database on 
minorities in astronomy, creating a 
Web site to publicize programs for mi­
norities and promoting mentoring for 
students and junior colleagues. ■ 

Web Watch 
Web Watch will be 
bac k n ex t mo nth . 
Please continue to e­
mail your suggestions 
fo r topics and sites to 
ptwww@aip.acp.org. 
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