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under present circumstances. In spite of the immediate 
hostility of the universities to the board's report, these 
proposals will undoubtedly be welcomed. They are, 
however, a much diluted version of the kinds of pro­
posals which would more adequately have embodied 
the philosophy of the Prices and Incomes Board. 
There is plenty of internal evidence in the report to 
suggest that the Prices and Incomes Board really 
hankers after a much more flexible system than it has 
had the courage to recommend. The description of 
the American system for deciding university salaries 
is quoted with some approval in an appendix, while the 
board shows that it is fully aware of the difficulty of 
recruiting to British universities the kinds of skilled 
people now needed for certain crucial jobs-managing 
computing centres, for example. Where the board has 
gone wrong is in its self-delusion that it would be a 
useful step in this direction to have a system under 
which lecturers are paid extra bonuses in accordance 
with some assessment of their teaching prowess. The 
objectionable feature of this proposal is not that the 
board mentions in passing that students should play 
some part in this assessment but, rather, that it is 
impossible to sec how such a machinery could be 
operated within university departments as they at 
present organize themselves. The misfortune, of 
course, is that the Prices and Incomes Board has now 
queered the pitch for rational discussion of flexibility 
for many years to come. 

What the board has to say about the function of 
universities and their independence may be cheeky 
but is not always as bad as academics have been 
making out. To be sure, it is not for Mr Jones's board 
t.o say what the balance between teaching and research 
should be. It is also outrageous and foolish that the 
report should urge that research councils should pay 
a part of the salary of those to whom research grants 
are made. But the report docs also argue, on the grounds 
of administrative efficiency, that there is a need for 
greater devolution of responsibility to individual 
univer;;ities. 'l'llfl report also draws attention to the 
need for some kind of coordination or "rationalization" 
of the aet.ivities of the several universities. Unpalat­
able though this may bP for academics, the 45 university 
irmtitutions which now exist in Britain are too numerous 
and too small. If M r .Tones's board has drawn attention 
to the problem once again, it is not the first to have 
done so. 

.Just how the academic reaction to the Prices and 
Incomes Board develops cannot easily be predicted. 
There is talk of strike action, but this is probably as 
unrealistic as it would be mistaken. Indeed, the best 
outcome of the discussions now taking place within 
the universities would he a recognition that Mr Aubrey 
Jones is not nearly as august ao; Moses and that his 
latest report is not something brought down from 
Mount Sinai. 'l'herc is an issue to be fought out, but this 
has hoen plain for everybody to see for several years. 
What needs urgently to be established is a much more 
cohesive and effective machine for the defence of the 
universities against the Government. The Committee 
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of Vice-Chancellors is well on the way to growing into 
such an instrument, but there is still a long way for it 
to go. There is, of course, no case for asking that the 
universities should be entirely unresponsive to outside 
pressures-the objective is simply to ensure that they 
should be enabled collectively to help decide what 
their social function should be. In practice it is hard to 
see how even this degree of independence can be secure 
until there is an alternative source of funds to those at 
present supplied directly by the University Grants 
Committee, from which it follows that the raising of 
tuition fees (which arc mostly paid by local authorities) 
is an urgent need. Beyond that, however, it is also 
important that tho universities should work out some 
method of making sure that individual universities can 
develop individually. The system is at present too 
uniform and too inflexible. This is a problem which the 
Committee of Vice-Chancellors has hardly begun to 
think about. 

There remains the problem of the students. Although 
the beginning of the current academic year in Britain 
has been comparatively peaceable, the outlook is not 
promising. The Prices and Incomes Board will itself 
have provided the students with some useful ammuni­
tion, but there are also signs that in many universities 
exasperated academics will find themselves less willing 
to collaborate with the process of participation which 
plays a central part in the demands which the students' 
organizations are making on the universities. It will 
not have helped that Mr Christopher Price, MP, a 
member of the House of Commons Select Committee 
on Education now asking questions about student 
problems, should have come out in public with a vigor­
ous attack on the administration of the University of 
Birmingham (New Statesman, December 13). The 
truth is, of course, that student participation is not 
so much undignified as tedious. Many academics who 
would willingly grant the right of students to help 
determine their affairs are still resentful of having to 
divert themselves from serious seholarly pursuits for 
the sake of partieipation in some mock commune. In 
other words, the most serious threat to the universities 
is not now simply the threat of too much interfercnee 
from outside but that of a sudden decline in the quality 
of aeadcmic life as well. And this, of course, is one of 
the factors influcneing the labour market to which 
Mr Jones's board pays comparatively little attention. 

SPACE 

Good Luck, Apollo 
As Nature goes to the press, Apollo 8 is two-thirds of 
the way to the Moon, and in the words of the eaptain, 
Frank Borman, "We are all fine. It's working per­
fectly". Forgetting the siekncss which has affected 
the crew, and which is probably not flu but the mild 
form of enteritis that has been sweeping through the 
Apollo ground staff during the past few days, the 
accidental inflation of a life jacket and, after lunar 
injection, Borman's transient fears that the separated 
third stage rocket was "too darn close", the flight so 
far has been right on target. The three astronauts, 



©          Nature Publishing Group1968

NATURE. VOL. 220. DECEMBER 28, 1968 

playing it unbelievably cool, are listening to the latest 
ball game scores relayed from the Houston space 
centre, and joking about watching the championships 
on television. 

At about eleven o'clock on Tuesday morning Apollo 
8 is due to enter lunar orbit and photograph the lunar 
surface from a height of only sixty-four miles. The 
worst hazards will still be ahead. On Christmas Dav 
the spacecraft has to be boosted out of the pull O'f 
lunar gravity and on to an Earth bound trajectory, 
and on Friday afternoon there is the critical re-entry 
into the Earth's atmosphere. Apart from the inherent 
problems of hitting the Earth's atmosphere at the cor­
rect angle there is now the added problem of frosted 
windows, which has been the plague of most of the 
American astronauts. According to one of the flight 
directors, "The centre window is very opaque. The 
other four are somewhat hazy but they are usable for 
map sitings. The men can see through four of the 
windows adequately enough to identify the constella­
tions". This reduced visibility should not affect re­
entry so long as the two mechanical tube displays, which 
are to give the re-entry attitude, function properly on 
Friday morning. Like everyone else, we wish Apollo 8 
the best of luck for the rest of the mission. 

DRUG RESEARCH 

Legality of Cannabis Experiments 
A RECENT experiment on the effect of marihuana in 
man, conducted at Boston University School of Medi­
cine, has drawn attention to the uncomfortable 
situation in which research of this sort would be placed 
in Britain. At a time when the widespread use of the 
drug, also known as pot, hashish or cannabis resin, 
makes knowledge of its effect in man all the more 
necessary, English research workers find themselves 
inhibited by the Dangerous Drugs Act of 1965. 

Section five of the Act makes it an offence for the 
owner or occupiers of premises to allow them to be 
used for the smoking of cannabis. This restriction 
is absolute, and a scientist undertaking laboratory 
research on human volunteers would find himself 
liable to prosecution. The restriction was doubtless 
reasonable at the time the law was enacted, although 
had its legislators foreseen the rise of drug taking to its 
present prominence they would doubtless have worded 
the Act so as to allow approved research. 

As it happens, the Act contains, by accident rather 
than design, a small loophole. Acts of this nature are 
held not to apply to the Crown unless specifically 
stated to do so. It is understood that the Dangerous 
Drugs Act in fact permits cannabis research on volun­
teers on government owned premises. Scientists 
working elsewhere cannot legally do this type of 
research as the law now stands, and unless government 
laboratories feel capable of handling all necessary 
research themselves, it may soon be desirable to effect 
a change in the law. 

The Boston workers, A. T. Weil, N. E. Zinberg and 
J. M. Nelsen, concluded that it is "feasible and safe to 
study the effects of marihuana on human volunteers 
who smoke it in a laboratory" (Science, 162, 1234; 
1968). Theirs seems to have been the first study of 
the drug in man to be undertaken with appropriate 
control procedures. Protection from legal repercus­
sions was obtained by specific "agreements" with the 
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relevant legal authorities including the Federal Bureau 
of Narcotics, which was also persuaded to supply the 
raw material of the experiment. Nonetheless, the 
authors feel obliged to append to their paper the note 
that "we do not consider it appropriate to describe 
here the opposition we encountered from governmental 
agents and agencies and from university bureaucra­
cies". 

Legal impediments were not the only obstacles 
encountered. On a wry but not irrelevant note, W eil 
and colleagues ment.ion that it took nearly two months 
of interviewing to find nine volunteers among the 
student population of Boston who had never smoked 
marihuana. The chief results of their study are, in 
brief, that smoked doses of marihuana have different 
effects on naive subjects and on habitual users of the 
drug. In a laboratory setting, at least, non-users 
did not get "high", even on strong doses, but their 
performance on simple psychological and psychomotor 
tests was impaired. Surprisingly the habitual smokers, 
who did become high, showed no impairment and 
even a slight improvement on the tests. Marihuana, 
which appears to be a "relatively mild intoxicant", 
does not alter the blood sugar levels, which means that 
the explanation for the well known effects on appetite 
must be sought elsewhere. There are grounds to 
suppose that the drug acts on the higher cortical 
functions without affecting the emotional balance 
maintained by the lower brain centres. 

INFLUENZA 

Unprotected against Epidemics 
ALTHOUGH the British Government has had more than 
five months warning of the possibility of an epidemic 
of Hong Kong flu in Britain this winter, it now looks 
as though there will be insufficient vaccine to protect 
more than a small proportion of the population if and 
when an epidemic does break out. Vaccine production 
has been left completely in the hands of private firms­
Beechams Research Laboratories, Crookes Laboratories 
and BDH Pharmaceuticals-and it is remarkable, 
to say the least, that the Microbiological Research 
Establishment at Porton, with its excellent facilities 
for growing viruses, has not been approached to ease 
the load. 

The reason for this is not clear, but a good deal of 
passing the buck seems to be going on. A spokesman 
at the Department of Health and Social Security said 
this week that the production of vaccine at Porton is a 
matter for the Ministry of Defence. It seems, however, 
that the ministry has not asked for help. In any case, 
vaccine production is expected to fall 150,000 doses 
short of the target of900,000 set for the end of the year, 
chiefly because of the difficulties in meeting the strin­
gent testing requirements. This suggests that even 
some of the chronically ill and aged-the two groups 
entitled to protection-may have to go without 
vaccine. Admittedly there aro reports of "substantial 
additional supplies" being imported, but these will have 
to be carefully tested before use. 

Time is certainly not on the Government's side. 
Until recently it has been working on the optimistic 
and perhaps convenient assumption that an epidemic 
is unlikely to hit Britain before mid-February. But 
with 35 states in America affected, and in view of the 
present intensity of high-speed travel between America 
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