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IN BRIEF ______________________________________________________ _ 

Threat to Polish physicist 
Miroslaw Chojecki, a Polish physicist 
and active participant in the unofficial 
Workers' Defence Committee, has been 
threatened ·with arrest. Chojecki, who 
was dismissed last December from the 
Nuclear Research Institute at Swierk, 
has been collecting materials on alleged 
police brutality and abuses of power in 
connection with the Radom and Ursus 
disturbances last June. On 12 Febmary, 
he sent a memorandum to the Sejm 
(Parliament), to the Council of State, 
and to leading journals demanding that 
the Sejm should appoiat a committee 
to investigate these abuses. Three hours 
later he was called to the office of the 
Chief Prosecutor and told that unless 
he withdrew the memorandum he 
would be charged and arrested. 

The Workers' Defence Committee, 
set up last September, includes a num-

"Buos by the bushel" read the 
headline to an item in the latest issue 
of the Pharmaceutical Society's 
journal, referring to an advertisement 
that appeared in Nature late last year. 
The advertisement itself, placed by 
the Ministry of Defence's Micro
biological Research Establishment at 
Porton Down, was headlined "Bac
teria by the Kilogram" (November 
11, 1976-Cover 3). The journal had 
eX:pressed concern that terrorists 
might acquire dangerous bugs. 

A London evening newspaper 
picked the story up and ran it on the 
front page. The national dailies, rang
ing from the Times to the Daily 
Mirror, gave it prominence the fol
lowing day, the Times on its front 
page. A spokesman from the Phar
maceutical Society was quoted as say
ing that all the bacteria named in the 
advertisement were very dangerous 
toxins, no less. 

An MP who found the matter 
"outrageous" arranged to ask a 
question in the House of Commons 
about the offer. A junior minister, Mr 
John Gilbert, duly reported the same 
day that the sale of bacteria for civil 
research requirements was not a new 
departure for the MRE, though the 
off.er by means of advertising was. 
And the storm seemed to pass. 

What was the fuss about? The 
Pharmaceutical Society journal article 
focuses strongly on the implications 
of a particular section of the adver
tisement. Three words, in fact, saying 
that the MRE can supply the pro
ducts advertised "to any destination". 
This does look worrying when the 
products include "toxic proteins" and 
"animal viruses", and when the MRE 

ber of scientists. Among the many 
recent letters of protest sent to the 
Sejm, one is from 13 scientists, another 
by 170 intellectuals, including some 30 
scientists, and a third is from 28 pro
fessors, 14 of whom are either 
members of the Polish Academy of 
Sciences o-r else working at Institutes 
of the Academy. 

Science adviser tipped 
More than three weeks after President 
Carter's inauguration, vacancies still 
abound in the federal science agencies, 
and the most important post, the pre
sident's science adviser and head of the 
Office of Science and Technology 
Policy, was the only top White House 
job unfilled by the end of last week. 
There have, however, been some 
recent signs of movement. Several can
didates were said to be under serious 
consideration for the science adviser's 

says, "We also grow new strains for 
research workers-if you have a re
quir·ement please ask if we can help". 
Small wonder, it seems, that others 
should latch on to the journal's worry 
about terrorists. 

Mr Gilbert did have some comfort
ing wo-rds in the Commons, however. 

Hard selling bugs 

The bacteria weren't dangerous 
rpathogens. They were sold solely for 
research. And the phrase "to any des
tination" was there, he said--this, the 
catch-all British legitimation - to 
make it clear that export inquiries 
were welcomed. 

Mr Gilbert also assured the Com
mons that the only bacterial species 
mentioned which could be conceiv
rubly ha•rmful to humans were sup-

post last week, and the leading con
tender was rumoured to be Frank 
Press, head of the Department of Earth 
and Planetary Sciences at MIT. 

Well regarded in science policy 
circles, Press ·was a member of the 
president's science advisory committee 
and a delegate to the test ban talks in 
the early 1960s. He is now a member 
of the national science board and 
chairman on the National Academy of 
Sciences' Committee on Scholarly Com
munication with the People's Republic 
of China. Though White House sources 
cautioned last Friday that Press's 
appointment was not cut and dried, an 
indication of high level interest is the 
fact that Press met with Carter for 
about half-an-hour last week. 

Minister's vaccine statement 
Ten days after an announcement that 
the UK Health Service Commissioner 

plied only to bona fide customers at 
r·eco,gnised laboratories or research 
institutes. They were dispatched in 
full conformity with international 
regulations. 

The harmless species advertised in
cluded E. coli, found in the human 
gut, and B. stearothermophilus and T. 
equaticus, which are soil and water 
bact.eria that do not infect man or 
animals. Researchers need bacteria in 
large quantities for the extraction of 
even small amounts of various micro
bial proteins. The MRE has the time, 
expertise and facilities to grow them. 

Indeed, the MRE has recently ex
panded its Microbial Research Pro
ducts Division to meet the growing 
demand for a wide variety of micro
bial products, in particular the restric
tion endonucleases - enzymes which 
snip DNA at precisely specified sites 
and which are now essential tools for 
recombinant DNA work and to 
generate DNA fragments for cloning. 
The MRE also has a contract service 
for researchers needing large quan
tities of particular bacteria. 

What makes the latest develop
ment newsworthy is, as Mr Gilbert 
implied, the Nature advertisement. 
The Ministry of Defence decided last 
year that it will no longer meet the 
cost of providing facilities and staff 
at the MRE for the non-military work 
it does (military-related work is being 
transferred to the nearby Chemical 
Defence Establishment). That means 
researchers in microbiology in Britain 
stand to see the only facility of its 
type go to seed unless it can stand on 
its feet outside the Ministry of 
Defence. So to d11um up business, the 
MRE has started advertising. 
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is to tacke up the cases of four children 
said to have suffered brain damage 
after whooping cough vaccinations, the 
UK Social Services Secretary, Mr 
David Ennals, last week told the House 
of Commons that despite their case he 
could not consider claims for vaccine
damaged children in isolation ahead of 
a Royal Commission report on liability 
and compensation for personal injury. 

He expressed concern at the 60% 
fall in whooping cough vaccinations 
over the past three years, and added 
that the government's adviser on 
immunisation thought the policy of 
offering whooping cough vaccine 
should not be changed as the benefits 
far outweighed the risks. 

UK coal report 
With the help of continuing high 
inflation and a disappointing pro
ductivity performance the costs asso-

THE Bri,tish landscape of small fie.Jds 
and hedgerows was the product of 
nineteenth century agriculture. Until 
recently, our most effici:ent fa:rms 
were ·the most beautiful and prov~ded 
plenty of cover for a rich selection of 
our nat1ve fauna and flora. British 
farmers consider that they are the 
rea1! conservers of the countryside. 
This view has had .offici•al support, for 
most of the activi<ti•es of farmers
rooting out hedges, ploughing ancient 
grass land, .the .e.rection or removal of 
aH but the !a.rgest buildings-are free 
from planning controls. Today the 
whole question of rural land manage
ment and conservation needs to be 
re-examined. 

The word 'conservation' has, un
fmtunately, many meanings. It can 
refer to ·the ma,intenarwe of the fu
tility of the soi1!, to preserving grass 
or forage as hay or silage, as well as 
to preserving wild animals and plants. 
Farmers in Bri·tain are indeed con
serving thek soi,J and a~re not, as 
some critics suggest, destroying its 
structure by methods aimed at obta~n
·ing high yields today. In fact it is 
our most heavi,Jy cropped amas which 
are the most fe~t~le; the field which 
gives the highest y~eld this year will 
probably give the htghest next year 
a•lso. Good farming is •the best me.thod 
of building up and ma:intaining the 
f ertimy of the soil. 

Unfortunately, however, some recent 
agricultural developments, though 
doing wonders for food production, 
no ·1onge,r ensure that rural Britain 
re•tains much of Hs beauty and diver
sity. In the second annual report 
of ·the Natu.re Conservancy Council 
the dangers of modern agriculture to 
wi·ldlife are clearly described without 

ciated with expanding coal production 
in Britain to 135 million tons a year by 
1985 have more than doubled from 
£1,400 million three years ago to £3,150 
million. However, the British coal in
dustry's tri,partite ·group, embracing the 
government, the National Coal Board 
and the unions, shows no signs of 
changing the emphasis accorded to coal 
in the country's energy strategy. In its 
third report (Coal for the Future, free 
from the Department of Energy) up
dating progress on the ambitious 1974 
"Plan for Coal", the group stresses the 
importance of research and emphasises 
the role for UK coal in EEC energy 
policy. 

Energy unit set up 
The UK Science Research Council has 
set up a support unit at its Rutherford 
laboratory to assist the energy research 
it funds at universities and poly-

any of the exaggera·ted overstatements 
which so often detract from the jere
miads of some con~ervationists. Large 
fields of clean, .weed-free cereals and 
productive grass leys conta.1ning only 
one or •two cultivars are of Iittle value 
to wHdlife. Though the willingness of 
many farmers to make some com
promise by retaining cove·r on un-

Close to the hedge 

KENNETHMELLANBY 
productive .corners of their Jand is 
welc.omed, it ~ clear that po~i.tive 
action by conse.rvationists of all kinds 
~s needed, and thaJt much more money 
w.ill have to be spent saving marshes 
a1nd bogs, old grass and other habitats 
which have no useful place on the 
modern farm. 

The ~itua.tion is more SC•rious than 
some of us, including sci<enHs.ts !in
volved in ·theSJe problems, may realise. 
PNfeotly sound ·ecologka'l research 
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technics. Known as the Energy Re
search Support Unit (ERSU), it will 
also conduct feasibility studies for pro
posed projects and undertake necessary 
development work for industry to 
adopt research programmes. 

Orkney ore demo 
On the day that Orkney Island coun
cil's planning and development com
mittee agreed to recommend the 
re.iection of an application from the 
South of Scotland Electricity Board to 
survey for uranium, the island ex
perienced what is believed to be its 
first-ever demonstration when some 400 
people marched in opposition to the 
application. The SSEB has an agree
ment with some land owners and may 
appeal to the Secretary of State for 
Scotland to overrule the objections. 
The survey is partly financed by the 
EEC. 

has suggested that some changes, pa,r
ticulacrly the removal of hedges, have 
done less damage to wi·ldlife than is 
generally .imagined. Many birds, for 
insta·nce, have proved to be remark
ably adaptable, and ca1n still exist in 
substantia'! numbers when the land
scape has been greatly ·impoverished. 
The somewhat .theoretical 'index of 
diversity' may not be substantially 
reduced when many hedges and 
hedgerow tre,es are .removed. These 
findings must not be aUowed to make 
people over-optimistic. The fact is 
that many of the most influentia•l con
servationists a.re omoithologists and as 
long as birds are not too greatly 
affected, they :have been apt ·to accept 
changes affect•ing plants and other 
animals. Now birds are useful as 
del[cate .indicators of pollut.ion, but 
the purpose of •the •rest of the 
countryside 1is not only to .provide 
them with liVIing quarters. 

Birds may ro1erate the tTemova.J of 
many hedges and ·trees, but the 
shrubs and trees lost are themselves 
an importa.nt part of the native flora 
we wish to conserve. An oak tree is 
not only a mosting place for pigeons 
and k·estre,ls, and ·the sour.oe of food 
for some 300 diff~mnt species of 
insect; it .j.s in [,ts own ri.ght the la,rgest 
chunk of wildlife to be se·en on many 
acres of farmland. Conservation must 
devote more attention to preserving 
the common and ·everyday features of 
the country&ide and must make the 
enjoyment of these easily available to 
our people in gen•e:ral if more public 
support and funds are to be used to 
protect •tJhe countryside. The conser
vation of m11~tiles and ~the support for 
esoteric ecotogica;l studies is not 
enough. 


	IN BRIEF



