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ministry’s old function as sponsor of a variety of
industries from electronic computers to shipbuilding.
The Aviation Group in the new ministry will be respon-
sible for Concorde—part albatross and part eagle—
as well as for the ministry’s task as supply agent for
the Ministry of Defence. Mr Benn said this week that
the creation of what is called a regional group within
the ministry must be taken as a sign that there will be
close collaboration with the new complex of ministries
under Mr Anthony Crosland which is responsible,
among other things, for regional planning and trans-
port.  The research group which has been created
under the new arrangement is intended to be respon-
sible for the ministry’s experimental establishments
and for its genmeral support of industrial research.
Within the ministry, the junior minister responsible
for the rescarch group will be Dr Ernest Davies, an
able Member of Parliament who won a reputation for
himself as an effective member of the House of Com-
mons Select Committee on Science and Technology.

Mr Benn’s deputy in the new department will be
Mr Harold Lever, until now the chief asgistant to the
Chancellor of the Exchequer. Mr Lever, like Mr Benn,
will remain a member of the Cabinet. Aviation will
be dealt with by Lord Delacourt-Smith--a trade
unionist who will also be responsible for putting some
flesh on the bones of Mr Benn’s hope that the new
arrangement will allow trade unions to be involved
in the making of industrial policy-—and Mr Neil
Carmichael. Mr Benn was at pains on Tuesday to
explain how the new arrangement would make possible
the abandonment of a good deal of the interdepart-
mental committee work which at present occupies
the time of ministers and their helpers, but he was
probably neither surprised nor offended that his
proposals for the new ministry were greeted in the
House of Commons by the complaint, from Sir Keith
Joseph, that it would turn out to be too meddlesome.
Time will no doubt tell.

WILD LIFE

Birds’ Death Unexplained

Nosopy has yet explained why large numbers of dead
seabirds are being washed ashore along the west coast
of Britain. Speculation has abounded—a sudden food
shortage, a virus epidemic, chemical pollution—but
even the emaciated condition of many of the birds,
which at first sight suggests starvation, gives no
indication. of whether they were first immobilized by
a cause other than a lack of food.

Pathologists from the Ministry of Agriculture’s
Veterinary Laboratory at Lasswade, near Edinburgh,
are looking for infective agents. In spite of the negative
results so far, Dr A, R. Jennings of the Department of
Animal Pathology, University of Cambridge, is also
searching for signs of disease, and dead birds will also
be sent to the National Institute for Medical Research
at Mill Hill, in London, to test a theory that a virus
of the influenza type may be responsible. One objection
to the theory that disease is responsible is that infec-
tions are usually limited to one species: the casualties
go far include cormorants, gannets, guillemots, puffins,
razorbills and shags.

Suggestions that there may have been a disruption of
the food chain from algae to fish to birds are supported

NATURE VOL. 224 OCTOBER 25 1969

by reports that there were changes in the growth of
plankton in the Irish Sea during the summer. A
corollary is that there should be a scarcity of fish, the
birds’ main diet. Apparently the landings of sprats
at Wexford have indeed been poor this year, but there
is no other cvidence of shortage. Much of the informa-
tion about dead birds, especially in Cornwall, has come
from fishermen, who have not remarked on any diffi-
culties in their own job. The fact that dead seals have
been found on Cornish beaches also suggests that
shortages of food may not be an explanation; scals
can often survive in conditions which starve other
animals.

The notion that pollution of the sea may be respon-
sible has been considered at the Monks Wood Experi-
mental Station of the Nature Conservancy. One dead
guillemot has revealed abnormally large but sublethal
quantities of a breakdown product of DDT and also of
polychlorinated biphenyls which are formed as waste
in the manufacture of plastics. There is, however, no
sign of the shoals of dead fish expected after large-scale
contamination. Guesses about leakage from wartime
dumps of poison gas seem also to be unfounded.

Proposals that a freak coincidence of unfavourable
conditions can explain the situation tend to look like
the sort of all-embracing statement that can account
for absolutely anything, yet it does seem that no simple
theory is adequate. Dr N. W. Moore of Monks Wood
noted that at this time of year some of the species are
moulting and would be unable to fly out of a region
with, for example, a poor food supply. These include
guillemots and razorbills, which are among the worst
affected. Further, in this state they could have been
stranded by the unusually strong gales at the end of
September, when the first deaths were noted. But
these remain untested ideas, and Dr Moore emphasized
that “we're all still groping in the dark”. The only
certainty is that, although the peak death rate is past,
enough birds have died to endanger several of the
species, which have not recovered from the effects of
oil in the past two years.

TELECOMMUNICATIONS

Below Three Millimelres

Now that the Science Research Council has embraced
the policy of increased emphasis on the practical
applications of science, pensioners of the council have
had to re-examine their priorities. At the Radio and
Space Research Station which the council maintains
near Slongh, Bucks., and which held its open days this
week, the change in emphasis has been achieved with-
out fuss. On the pure sciencc side, the station is
continuing to be active in space research using rocket
and satellite experiments and by helping research
groups in the universities. But the station is stressing
work going on which is aimed at extending the usable
radio bands to higher frequencies, and thus relieving
the pressure on the already overcrowded communica-
tion channels. And the interest which the station has
always had in the physics of the ionosphere is now
being presented from the point of view of its relevance
to long distance communications.

At the high frequencies which may soon have to be
pressed into use, corresponding to wavelengths of a
few millimetres or less, the meteorological condition
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