
	  
The	  explora+on	  of	  subglacial	  environments	  is	  moving	  forward	  
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They were slowed by annual evacuations and 
international concerns about their strategy, 
but after 2 decades they finally did it. On 
8 February, the Russian Arctic and Antarctic 
Research Institute (AARI) announced that a 
team of its engineers and scientists had drilled 
through nearly 4 kilo-
meters of Antarctic ice 
to open what it called 
a “small window” into 
Lake Vostok, a dark, 
mysterious subglacial 
lake that has likely 
been cut off from the 
rest of the planet for 
millions of years. Rus-
sian Prime Minister 
Vladimir Putin praised 
the team and promised 
them national awards. 
The “Russians are fl y-
ing high with national 
pride, and they should 
be,” says John Priscu, 
a microbiologist at 
Montana State University in Bozeman. It was 
a “major achievement” and a “real techno-
logical fi rst,” agrees David Pearce, a micro-
biologist at the British Antarctic Survey. 

Antarctic scientists are now looking 

forward to fi nding out what’s actually under 
all that ice. The Vostok team is one of three 
groups working in different parts of the 
continent—Priscu leads a U.S. team and 
Pearce is part of a British effort—that are 
hoping to bring back direct evidence of living 

organisms in the subglacial environment next 
year. The Russian team’s success has “opened 
the window so that we can now do real sci-
ence,” Priscu adds. “We’ve sampled every 
other corner of Earth, but Antarctica is a large 

A Tiny Window Opens Into Lake 
Vostok, While a Vast Continent Awaits

P O L A R  S C I E N C E

At last. Russian scientists and engineers pose on 5 February, after drilling 

3769.3 meters through ice to reach subglacial Lake Vostok.

timony, fi nding that they 
“failed to build a cred-
ible factual record.” (Nei-
ther replied to interview 
requests from Science.) 

“It was a remarkable 
opportunity to discuss 
research in an important 
setting,” says UCLA’s 
Peplau, who says she 
was “pretty surprised” 
when the lawyers chal-
lenging Proposition 8 
called. Some of her col-
leagues, however, were 
not: “Anne is really one 
of the pioneers of under-
standing how same-sex couples compare 
to heterosexual couples,” says psychologist 
Gregory Herek of UC Davis, who also tes-
tifi ed for the Proposition 8 challengers. In 
particular, he says, Peplau’s work helped 
relationship researchers address a funda-
mental question: “Are the behavioral dynam-
ics seen in heterosexual couples the result of 
gender differences or other factors?” Peplau’s 
studies “essentially controlled for gender” by 
removing that variable, Herek says.

The answer from decades of interviews, 
analysis of videotaped interactions, and lab 
experiments, Peplau says, is that same- and 
opposite-sex couples appear to be more sim-
ilar than different. “When you look at the 
factors that lead to satisfaction in a relation-
ship, the power dynamics and other issues, 
you see very similar patterns,” she says. “If 
we record a same-sex couple having a dis-
agreement, for example, it looks really simi-
lar to a heterosexual couple.” 

During the 2010 trial, Peplau—who says 
she’s been married for 32 years and voted 
against Proposition 8—cited such similari-
ties in making her main point: “Marriage 
appears to confer a number of benefi ts, psy-
chological and otherwise, … and there isn’t 
anything in the scientifi c literature that sug-
gests that gay or lesbian people would benefi t 
less or differently than heterosexual people 
from access to the institution of marriage.”

Such conclusions were featured in Judge 
Walker’s August 2010 decision to declare 
Proposition 8 unconstitutional, and they 
also earned a prominent footnote in last 
week’s 9th Circuit Court of Appeals deci-
sion, which upheld Walker’s ruling on 
narrow constitutional grounds. Now, sup-
porters of Proposition 8 must decide if they 
will ask a larger panel of 9th Circuit judges 
to rehear the case or appeal directly to the 
U.S. Supreme Court.

In the meantime, the new decision has 

social scientists involved in the case refl ect-
ing on their brush with history. Badgett lik-
ens the dozens of hours spent discussing her 
research during depositions and on the stand 
to a “really nightmarish dissertation defense, 

where someone has thought very hard about 
your work and how to undermine it.” Others 
are thinking about traveling to Los Angeles 
in early March to see a special performance 
of 8, a play based on the case, by Dustin 
Lance Black, an Academy Award–winning 
writer. Not all the researchers got included 
in the play, but all are featured in a 12-part 
Internet movie (marriagetrial.com) in which 
Hollywood actors reenact every day of the 
2010 trial. Peplau, for example, is portrayed 
by Adrienne Jo Barbeau, a fi lm veteran best 
known to fans for her roles in horror mov-
ies such as 1982’s Swamp Thing. Some aca-
demics might fi nd such attention a dubious 
honor, but Peplau says she was “delighted” 
by Barbeau’s performance. 

–DAVID MALAKOFF

One standard family? Proposition 8 supporters 

argue that opposite-sex marriages are “optimal” for 

children, but courts have disagreed.
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 Cryobiology	  Updates:	  



	  
WISSARD	  Updates:	  
	  
Lake	  Tahoe	  Test	  –	  Spring	  2012	  
	  
Field	  Season	  2012-‐2013	  
•  Ship	  and	  assemble	  drill	  (big	  thanks	  to	  Ice	  Cube)	  
•  Test	  filtra+on	  system	  –	  MIS	  
•  Traverse	  to	  Whillans	  
•  Drill	  and	  sample	  Lake	  Whillans	  
	  
Ini;al	  Environmental	  Evalua;on	  (vs	  Comprehensive) 	  	  

	  minor	  and/or	  transitory	  effect	  –Adrian	  DaHood	  (NSF)	  
	  
•  Whillans	  system	  and	  the	  clean-‐access	  approach	  
	  
	  



The	  WISSARD	  project	  will	  provide	  important	  new	  informa+on	  
to	  the	  community:	  
	  

	  	  -‐	  Feasibility	  of	  approach	  
	  	  (sample	  return	  and	  environmental	  protec+on)	  

	  
	  -‐	  Cell	  numbers	  from	  a	  new	  subglacial	  environment	  	  
	  (Environmental	  Code	  of	  Conduct	  updates)	  

	  
	  -‐	  In	  addi2on	  to	  addressing	  science	  aims	  from	  the	  proposal	  
	   	  Large	  E	  &	  O	  component	  
	   	  	  

	  



Importance	  of	  Interna+onal	  Collabora+on	  in	  Subglacial	  Explora+on:	  
	  
•  Lake	  Vostok	  
•  Lake	  Ellsworth	  
•  Other	  clean	  access	  approaches	  (Ice	  Mole)	  

University	  of	  Applied	  Sciences	  in	  Aachen,	  Germany	  	  

Portable	  clean	  
access	  drills/

probes	  
	  

Future	  Direc+ons	  (maintaining	  momentum)	  


