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POWER GENERATION 

MHO Still Running 
A BULLISH account of t,he commercial prospects for 
magnetohydrodynamic generation has been produced 
by the International MHD Liaison Group. The group 
was set up jointly by the European Nuclear Energy 
Agency and the International Atomic Energy Agency 
to arrange for the exchange of information on MHD 
between laboratories in member countries. The report 
is based on a conference held in Warsaw last year at 
which it appeared that MHD power generation is now 
at the stage of pilot installations. The first of these, 
an open-cycle, oil-fired plant of 25 MW output, is 
under construction in the Soviet Union. It will be 
at least ten years, however, before MHD power stations 
can begin to take a share of the base load demand. 

MHD is essentially an efficient means of converting 
heat to electricity. In the process, energy is extracted 
directly from an electrically conducting fluid flowing 
through a magnetic field. Only fossil fuel heat sources 
can at present provide high enough temperatures for 
the extraction process to be efficient, although suitable 
high-temperature nuclear reactors may eventually be 
developed. At the conference, it was estimated that 
the efficiency of a full-scale open-cycle plant should 
initially be between 48 and 50 per cent, and improve
ments in technology, "foreseeable, but as yet un
demonstrated", could raise this to 60 per cent. This 
makes it an attractive competitor to conventional 
fossil-fired plants which have maximum efficiencies of 
about 40 per cent. 

So why has the British Central Electricity Generat
ing Board decided that the development of MHD 
plants cannot be economically justified in Britain 
(Nature,222,1023; 1969)? The chief reason is that the 
cost of nuclear reactors is still tending to fall while 
costs of fossil fuel fired plants are rising. Elsewhere, 
much will depend on whether the liaison group's 
optimism about the several technological problems is 
justified. One problem is the amount of low grade 
heat produced in the combustion chamber and duct; 
according to Dr L. Rotherham of the CEGB, this will 
reduce the efficiency of the process well below the 
theoretical value, and perhaps even below 50 per cent. 

Another difficulty is that in most work so far on 
MHD natural gas has been used as a fuel because of 
the corrosive chemistry associated with the impurities 
in coal; but coal is the preferred fuel in many parts of 
the world because of its abundance and low cost. One 
solution may be to purify the coal before using it. 
Then the generating duct has to withstand tempera
tures above 2,000 K and supersonic flow speeds, and 
so far no really suitable material has been found. 

METRICATION 

SI and the law 
THE Minister of Technology, Mr A. Wedgwood Benn, 
announced last week the setting up of a committee to 
advise on the legal problems attending the introduction 
of metric units in Britain. It is hoped that the switch 
to metric units will be mostly complete by the end of 
1975, and it will be the committee's job to point out 
the potential legal stumbling blocks. 

In principle, the British Governmcnt has embraced 
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the SI system of units. In most instances, it hopes 
that the changeover will be straightforward, a natural 
continuation of the switch to decimal currency in 
1971. But there are some basic questions to be 
answered before the Government can settle on the 
most appropriate units. For example, should new 
legislation embody the recommendations of the British 
Standards Institution in allowing the millimetre as a 
legal unit, or will the situation arise where the BSI 
recommends one unit and the Government a different 
one? And what will happen to units of tyre pressure 
or petrol consumption? What will be the fate of 
legislation with units in feet or pounds, for which 
a change to SI will mean either the creation of ridiculous 
fractions or else rounding off and thus effectively 
changing the law? One obvious example is the case 
of a magistrate who must live within a given number 
of miles from his court. 

The new committee will be composed of experts 
from the principal government departments and re
search councils, as well as from the Metrication Board 
and the British Standards Institution. It is emphasized 
by the committee's chairman, Mr A. H. A. Wynn, 
that it is not proposed to introduce new areas of 
compulsory use of given units. An exception is the 
case of drugs, however, where compulsory units will 
become operative in 1971. 

CONSERVATION 

National Parks in Australia 
MORE national parks and nature reserves in Australia 
are called for in a report by the Australian Academy 
of Science (National Parks and Reserves in Australia, 
1968). It asks that the State and Commonwealth 
authorities should assess the adequacy of the existing 
parks and reserves so as to ensure that the most 
important environments and habitats are permanently 
set aside as national parks and reserves. It reiterates 
its plea for an inventory of Australian flora and fauna, 
the subject of an earlier report by the academy's 
Fauna and :Flora Subcommittee (see Nature, 222, 407; 
1969). Such a survey, it says, would make possible 
a proper assessment of land needed. There is some 
activity in this direction already, but the academy 
considers this should be extended and speeded up. 
The eastern coastline of Australia, the arid zone of 
central Australia and the marine environment, particu
larly the Great Barrier Reef, are singled out as areas 
needing special consideration. Parks and reserves, the 
report says, need to be designated in these areas 
urgently. 

Australian universities have recently become more 
interested in training students in wildlife conservation 
and park management, but the academy thinks they 
could do more. One of many fields of research in 
urgent need of investigation is the effect of bushfires 
on habitats. The frequency of intense bushfires in 
Australia is far greater than that in most other parts 
of the world-nearly 300,000 acres of national parks 
and State parks in New South Wales alone were burnt 
out in 1965. 

More national parks and reserves will stretch the 
already inadequate resources allocated by authorities 
for existing parks. The academy therefore asks that 
all governments in Australia should provide more 
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