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administrative structure, the patient is going to lose his 
identity". In fact, however, it might have been more 
appropriate for the association to have said that it fears 
that the general practitioner, rather than the patients, 
might lose his identity. Judging from letters in the 
medical journals, that is the real fear . 

The Association of General Practitioners, which 
with a membership of about 2,000 represents some
thing like 10 per cent of all GPs, seems to be particu
larly wedded to the myth of professional independence 
and clearly suffers from a sense of insecurity about the 
profession's future. It apparently fears that the 
proposed area boards will somehow control or scrutinize 
the way a GP organizes his work, the staffing of his 
surgery and so on. Under the existing system the GP 
has a free hand in all this; when a patient comes to 
register, all the GP has to do is notify his executive 
council of the application and it confirms the regis
tration. Thereafter the doctor is solely responsible for 
his patient. In fact, the proposals in the Green Paper 
were meant simply as a way of making better use of 
available medical resources and it is difficult to see why 
they need interfere with the relationship between 
doctors and patients. 

Now it is up to the leaders of the profession and the 
Government to do some careful public relations work 
and convince the GPs that the proposals do not 
threaten their way of earning a living, but do offer a 
better service to the public. The medical profession 
has, of course, more than its fair share of reactionaries, 
who will take a lot of convincing, but no doubt they 
will eventually come round to the idea that reform of 
the administrative organization of the health service is 
long overdue and that the ministry's proposals are not 
really sinister. In 1948, many GPs resisted the idea of 
health centres-now so many are demanding them 
that Sir George Godber in the latest annual report on 
public health (see page 428) talks of the health centre 
explosion. 

PLANETS 

Venus Question Settled 
.AFTER almost a year of heart searching by space 
scientists, it now seems that the alarming disagreement 
between the American Mariner 5 and the Russian 
Venera 4 measurements of the atmosphere of Venus 
ha1:1 been dispelled. This was the general consensus 
at a recent meeting at Kiev devoted to lunar and 
planetary astronomy, and the outcome can be seen as 
a vindication of earlier ground based observations. 
The discrepancies between the two sets of space probe 
data began to come to light late last year only a few 
weeks after the landing of Venera 4 on Venus on 
October 18 and the close approach to the planet a day 
later by Mariner 5, and seemed to have their origin in 
the different ways the two groups of experimenters 
measured height above the planet's surface. In the 
Russian experiment, the height of the probe as it 
measured atmospheric parameters during its descent 
by parachute was found from a single reading by a 
radioaltimeter, coupled with the aerodynamic proper
ties of the parachute system. On the other hand, 
Mariner 5 used a radio method to probe the atmosphere 
as the spacecraft flew by the planet, which at its closest 
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approach was some 4,000 km from the surface, and 
data were obtained as a function of distance to the 
centre of the planet. To convert the American data so 
that the distance scale is relative to the surface of the 
planet, the radius of Venus known from ground based 
radar observations has to be introduced. 

Pressure and temperature measurements by Mariner 
5 seemed to overlap the Russian measurements nicely 
at a height from the surface which according to the 
Russian radioaltimeter was 26 km. But coupled with 
the American estimate of the distance of this reading 
from the centre of Venus, the radius of the planet 
comes out to be 6,085 ± 10 km, significantly different 
from the terrestrial radar value of 6,053 ± 2·2 km. 
Discussion of this discrepancy had occupied planetary 
scientists for much of the previous year, and has cast 
something of a cloud over the success of the two 
probes. At the Kiev meeting, however, suspicions 
that it was the Russian radioaltimeter which was at 
fault seem to have been given some support. All the 
speakers at the meeting seemed to recognize that the 
correct height scale for the atmospheric parameters 
was one based on the Mariner 5 measurements coupled 
with the radar determinations of the radius. The 
Russians have admitted, it seems, that the design of 
their radioaltimeter was such that it was capable 
of being in error by a factor of two, exactly the 
amount which planetary scientists say would explain 
the disagreement between the two sets of measure
ments. 

As well as vindicating the techniques of planetary 
astronomers working with equipment on the ground, 
there was general agreement at Kiev that the average 
surface temperature and pressure of Venus are roughly 
700° Kand 100 atmospheres rather than the very much 
lower values which Venera 4 had seemed to indicate. 
Radar astronomers have been particularly conscien
tious during the controversy, carrying out a deal of 
reworking of measurements, and clearly ground based 
work still has a part to play in planetary astronomy. 
In fact, the lesson to be learnt from the affair is the way 
in which equipment on the ground is a very necessary 
supplement to the work of space probes, and can 
produce more reliable results. Astronomers have been 
pointing out for some time now that for a modest 
outlay on ground based equipment a valuable return 
of information on the planets can be obtained. A 
suitably large infrared telescope on the Earth, for 
example, would be capable of revealing the presence 
of life on the nearby planets through an examination 
of trace constituents of their atmospheres. Strong 
arguments in favour of constructing a 1,000 inch infra
red telescope for an expenditure of around £5 million
roughly the cost of a Mars probe--have been put for
ward by Dr P. Connes, Professor P. Fellgett and 
Professor J. Ring ( Science J ourna.l ; 1967) ; clearly 
t,his is the way for countries less well endowed with 
spare money than the United Statfls and thfl Soviet. 
Union to join in t,he space race. 

SOCIETIES 

Collections in Danger 
THE money which the Linnean Society of London 
nisfls in r0spomc to thC' appeal for development 
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