
© 1969 Nature Publishing Group

NATURE, VOL. 223, AUGUST 2, 1969 

reflecting simply the widespread and proper view that 
this is a matter of great public importance, or does it 
consider t hat there are lines of research which could 
profitably be opened up in Britain ? And how does the 
council's vimv square with the view that in population 
control, the most urgent need is the application of 
existing techniques ? It may not follow from this that 
research has no part to play, but it would be good to 
knm1· whether the council considers that its own con
tribution could include the kind of social research and 
experiment which is likely to be necessary if the applica
tion of population control is ever likely to be efficient. 

MOON ROCK 

Next Steps with Samples 
I•r is clear that the analysis of the lunar samples is 
going to take all of the five months which NASA has 
allowed. The plan is for the material to be distributed 
to 142 selected teams of investigators-including fifteen 
grou-ps in Britain-towards the end of September or 
early October. This allows a quarantine of 50 to 80 
days, depending on the results of biological tests in 
the Lunar Receiving Laboratory. The investigators 
thm have three months with the samples before a 
conference in Homton planned for the beginning of 
January next year when all the results will be pre
sented. Until then, investigators will be forbidden to 
publish their findings, and the ban extends to publica
t ion t,hrough the newspapers. NASA has only recently 
reminded the British investigators through the Science 
Research Council what the rules are. 

The ban apparently does not extend to the scientists 
of the Lunar Receiving Laboratory, and the first 
descriptions of the rock have been reported. The latest 
estimate of the weight of material brought back is 
about 80 pounds, considerably less than the 130 pounds 
allowed for in the lunar landing module. First indica
tions are that all the samples are covered in a layer of 
black dust, some of which is glassy and possibly a 
product of the heat generated by impacting meteorites. 
Some of the rocks seem to have a volcanic origin, and 
t here is a report of a glassy object four inches long in 
one of the core samples. Clearly there is a ,vide range 
of material to be studied. 

The Lunar Receiving Laboratory has facilities for 
biological quarantine tests and for a battery of physical 
tests-in particular those which depend on an analysis 
of samples as soon as possible after collection from the 
lunar surface. One of the tests, conducted by L. W. 
Alvarez of the University of California, Berkeley, is a 
search for magnetic monopoles. The preliminary 
testing should also ensure that the investigators get 
the kinds of samples which they requested. 

The latest plan for Apollo 12 is for launch on Novem
ber 14 and a landing 3° south of the lunar equator, 
near the crater Lansberg in Oceanus Procellarum. This 
is the location of the soft-lander Surveyor 3, and the 
intention seems to be to examine t he condition of a 
1,pacecraft which has been on the surface since April 
1967. This time there are to be two moonwalks by 
Peach crew member (Charles Conrad and Alan Bean) , 
going up to hundreds of feet from the module. 

While Apollo 11 was on the last lap home, NASA 
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announced that two design studies for a manned space 
station are to be carried out,, by McDonnell Douglas 
and by North American Rockwell, each costing $2·9 
million for eleven months. The intention is to design a 
space station to accommodate twelve men in Earth 
orbit, to be operational in 1975 and to have a life of 
ten years. The two companies have also been asked to 
look at a fifty-man space station to be assembled in 
Earth orbit towards the end of t he next decade. 

MEDICAL RESEARCH 

New look for MRC 
THE Medical Research Council's annual report for 
1968-69 (HMSO, £1 8s) is subtly different from its 
predecessors. It attempts to outline how the council 
reaches its policy decisions and as an example prints 
the report of the Radiobiology Committee set up last 
year under the chairmanship of Professor W. D. lVL 
Paton to review the whole field of radiobiology. It 
was on the basis of this report that the council decided 
to cut by roughly a half the Radiobiological Unit at 
Harwell and to seek ways of providing extra accom
modation at the Cyclotron Unit at Hammersmith 
Hospital. 

The council's decision to publish the evidence on 
which it bases its policy decisions will be warmly 
welcomed, and Dr J. A. B. Gray, the new secretary, 
said this week that future annual reports will be very 
different from those of the past few years. Next year, 
the directory of units, groups and individuals receiving 
support will be published separately, and the report 
proper will contain more information on what the 
MRC is doing. The long review articles which have 
become a feature of the annual reports-this year's 
cover the twenty year period during which Sir Harold 
Himsworth was secretary-will be discontinued. 

The council's policy-making machinery hangs on the 
annual review of all the work it supports, backed up 
by periodic special reviews of selected fields by expert 
committees-the radiobiology review and the review 
of biochemical aspects of p:,ychiatric diseases which is 
currently under way, for example. Another innovation 
has been the establishment of two grants committees 
for vetting grant applicat ions. Initiative for a new 
project can clearly come from such applications or 
from the council, which is currently eager to foster 
work at all levels of biological organization on arterial 
diseases, particularly thrombosis, population control 
and drug dependence including smoking. And in the 
universities the council would like to see further 
reeearch in eight fields , ranging from dentistry to 
virology and mycology. The council has most problems 
in recruiting staff for short term and small scale 
projects with a practical object in view and it has 
recently decided on the radical step of entering into 
research contracts with the universities and industry 
for projects of this kind. 

The most important influence on the council's 
policy is to ensure that it keeps abreast of rapidly 
changing areas of research. With litt le to guide it, 
the council turned out to be exceptionally prescient 
when it decided to back molecular biology and radio
biology in a big way. Molecular biology continues to 
grow although radio biology has lost some of its impor
tance. The Paton report, the publication of which will 
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hopefully become a precedent for all future reports of 
the type, gives the evidence on which it reached the con
clusion that the council must maintain research which 
underpins radiological protection but that in future a 
greater proportion of funds should go to other fields_ of 
radiobiology; radiological protection is not the pressmg 
topic it used to be. It recommended that radiotherapy, 
for example, should receive increasing support esp~ci
ally in conjunction with universities and medical 
schools. The committee also suggested that the 
MRC's cyclotrons, reactors and other l~rge machiJ?-cS 
should be made available to the academw commumty 
by, for example, providing laboratory space for visiting 
workers. 

Apart from the four reviews of aspects of medical 
research-Perutz on molecular biology, Humphrey on 
immunology, Barnes and Gilson on occupational health 
and Doll on epidemiology-and the directory of 77 
MRC units and individuals receiving support, the 
report records the establishment of three new units and 
approval for two others. They are the Biochemi~al 
Para,;;itology Unit, Neurological Pro~thcses _D~ut, 
Social and Applied Psychology Umt, Statistical 
Research and Services Unit and Leukaemia Therapy 
Unit. One unit, Professor Pontecorvo's Cell Genetics 
Research Unit, has been disbanded. 

The council's business in fellowships and student
ships is ·with one exception boon:_iing as n~ver be~ore. 
Only the clinical research fellowships are gomg bcggmg; 
the travelling fellowships are keenly competed for and 
junior research fellowships and sc~olarships. fo! PhD 
candidates arc heavily over-subscnbed. This 1s why 
the MRC has adopted the same allocation procedure as 
the SRC and SSRC; quotas of studentships ar~ ~?W 
allocated to departments which have the rcspons1b1hty 
for deciding their internal distribution. Dr Gray also 
said when he introduced the report that the MRC 
was enrolling some of its PhD candidates-several of 
those at the National Institute for Medical Research, 
for example-with the Council for National Ac~demic 
Awards (Natu.re, 223, 338; 1969) rather than with the 
University of London. Apparently one of the reasons 
for using the CNAA is that it involves less red tape. 

The MRC has not in the past two years escaped 
unscathed from Government reductions in funds 
for education and research. The council has, however, 
recouped some of its cutbacks in the curren_t year. _The 
incidence of payments for long term capital proJects 
is outside the council's control and cannot be evened 
out year by year. lf a _project is delayed,_ for example, 
funds cannot be spent m the year for which they were 
allocated and the unspent money has to be surrendered 
to the Treasury. When the bills pile up in the next 
year, they have to be paid from that year's short 
term support. . 

This problem may, however, not be as acute m the 

Year 

1964-65 
1965-66 
1966-67 
1967-68 
1968-69 
1969-70 

THE MRC BUDGETS 1964-1970 

Parlia-
mcntary 

grant 
£m. 

8·753 
10·088 
11·825 
13·758 
15·231 
17·141 

Percentage increase over 
previous year 

Expressed in 
terms of 

Actual 

24·5 
15·3 
17·2 
16·3 
10-7 
12·5 

constant prices 

12·8 
10·3 
12·2 
13·0 
6·0 
9·0 
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future as it has been in the past because Dr Gray says 
it is unlikely that the council will be setting up more 
research centres on the scale of the National Institute 
and the Clinical Research Centre. Indeed, the report 
is strangely silent about Northwick Park, which does 
nothing to allay the suspicion that it may prove the 
council's greatest white elephant. 

MEDICAL EDUCATION 

Brave Nottingham 
STICKING firmly to its declared intention of enrolling 
its first medical students in 1970, the University of 
Nottingham has just published the first prospectus of 
its medical school, even though the new teaching 
hospital is still at the planning stage. The first entry of 
between forty and fifty students will for the time 
being carry on their preclinical studies in buildings 
now being built on the university campus. 

The general guidelines for the medical school, the 
first to be built in England this century, were published 
as the Pickering Report in June 1965. At the time, 
the report was widely hailed as an almost revolutionary 
document, advocating as it did a thorough shake-up 
in the traditional medical course dominated by anatomy 
and physiology, a curriculum aimed as much at educa
tion as vocational training and the opening up of the 
preclinical courses to students who might not wish to be
come doctors but who were seeking a general education 
in the life sciences. With the recent ferment of ideas 
about medical education and the report of the Todd 
Commission on the subject, much of what the Pickering 
Committee had to say has become accepted doctrine, 
but Nottingham is still likely to be the first medical 
school to put these notions into practice. . 

The proposed curriculum follows the broad outlmes 
and the spirit of the Pi~kering Report, whic~ . was 
never intended as a blueprmt to be adhered to r1g1dly. 
Nottingham students will start with two years of 
rreneral biological training followed by one year study
ing a special subject and t~en ~w<? years of clinical 
practice. Because of delays m bmldmg t~e. new teach
ing hospital, chiefly as a result of oppos1t10n to com
pulsory purchase orders for the necessary land, it will 
be several years before the medical school can enrol 
its full complement of 160: . 'l'he firs~ _few _batches of 
students will be taught chmcal med1cme m the two 
city hospitals, which are far from ideal for the purpose. 
The university seems nevertheless to have been cheered 
on by the UGC and the Government, and has decided 
that it would be better to go ahead with less than 
perfect facilities than to wait for completion of the 
medical centre. 

The shortage of doctors has been a spur, but it has 
also meant that the university, at the request of the 
UGC, has given up for the tim? _being the notion of 
accepting students for the prechmca! co~rses who are 
not set on a medical career_ The umvers1ty has, how
ever reserved the right to implement this idea one 
day,' and it is encouraging that even now _it does not 
altorrether rule out accepting students with unusual 
combinations of GCE qualifications. 

At Southampton, where the new medical school 
will enrol its first class of sixty-five students in 1971, 
there is perhaps more re~lism and less idealism. _There 
is no intention of enrollmg people who do not mtend 
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