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election may have played some part in the 
commission's equivocation: there has been 
an understanding among the parties that 
nuclear power should not be an election 
issue. The debate on the report was eclipsed 
the same day by another on Chancellor 
Schmidt's visit to Moscow. 

The commission also recommended that 
it should reconstitute itself after the 
election, to complete its task. It was set up 
in December 1978 after a lengthy debate on 
the future of the Kalkar 300 MW prototype 
fast breeder, now under construction. It 
was decided then to construct Kalkar, but 
not to charge it with plutonium until expert 
advice had been received on Germany's 
need for a "plutonium economy". The 
nuclear energy futures commission was set 
up to provide that advice, but (beginning 
work in 1979) it decided that there was not 
time before the election for such a broad 
investigation. Hence the fast breeder is not 
mentioned in the commission's 
recommendations. 

The result is that Germany remains 
without a strong federal lead on nuclear 
power. It will remain so until the majority 
of the ruling coalition - only ten in the 
present Bundestag- cannot be threatened 
by the strong minority in the coalition 
which will always vote against nuclear 
development. 

The election is thus critical for nuclear 
energy, despite the parties' intention to 
keep it out of the limelight. A number of 
decisions await a nuclear majority, not the 
least of them the location of intermediate 
storage facilities for spent fuel. The CDU 
Prime Minister of West Saxony, Herr 
Albrecht, where the Gorleben salt-dome 
offers a potential long-term geological 
store, is hoping to give hospitality to the 
waste after the election. Other current 
battles (against environmentalist 
opposition) such as that to increase the 
density of spent fuel storage, by a factor of 
four, on reactor sites, by inserting 
cadmium sheets between the rods to absorb 
neutrons, may be more easily won if a 
federal government is returned which can 
give a more definite "yes" to nuclear 
power. 

Robert Walgate 

Pesticide safety 

No numbers 
Washington 

Stepping out of line with the fashionable 
wisdom - at least among congressional 
legislators - a little-noticed report from 
the National Academy of Sciences has 
come out with some harsh words about the 
dangers of squeezing data on the health 
effects of agricultural pesticides into a neat 
cost-benefit mould . 

The report was prepared by a committee 
of the academy's Environmental Studies 
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Board as a follow-up to earlier studies by 
the Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA). In general it supports the agency's 
concern that environmental regulations 
should be as explicit, and as well 
quantified, possible. 

It also points out, however, that in 
attempting to produce legally defensible 
decisions, agency administrators often 
underplay the uncertainties and 
qualifications that surround scientific 
assessments of risks and benefits, 
particularly of human morbidity and 
mortality data. Here, the report says, 
quantification is carried to "unwarranted 
extremes". 

According to the committee, present 
understanding of cancer development 
"does not permit us to draw reliable 
numerical inferences from the kind of 
laboratory data normally available about 
the effects of pesticides and other 
compounds on the development of cancers 
in humans". 

There is therefore a danger, it says, not 
only of overestimating risk by the use of 
too conservative assumptions, but also of 
underestimating it by neglecting 
potentially important factors. "We say the 
error can go either way" said committee 
chairman Professor Robert Dorfmann of 
Harvard University's department of 
economics. 

The committee therefore recommends 
that the EPA abandons its attempts to 
produce numerical estimates of the impact 
of pesticide use on human health except 
where reliable epidemiological data are 
available. Instead, it proposes the use of "a 
carcinogenic activity indicator" as a 
measure of relative carcinogenicity of 
chemical compounds. This would be based 
on the results of laboratory bioassays. 

In addition, to underscore the 
uncertainties in risk evaluation, two figures 
are proposed for every risk estimate. One 
would be a measure of "most probable" 
risk, conveying the analyst's best 
judgement of the level that would be 
realized in assumed conditions. The other 
would be a ''maximum plausible'' estimate 
taken as the upper limit of a 90 per cent 
confidence interval. 

The EPA has made no official comment 
on the report. The agency is involved in 
reviewing its procedures for weighing the 
risks and benefits of pesticides in the light 
of recent administrative changes. 

Its review could be influenced by an 
unintended consequence of the new report. 
As part of its analysis, the committee 
carried out a detailed review of 
chlorobenzilate, using its recommended 
procedures to produce its own assessment 
of the risks and benefits. Comparing its 
evaluation with that obtained by the EPA 
in 1976, it concluded that not only had 
worst-case estimates of exposures used to 
assess health risks been highly improbable, 
but also that the economic benefits of using 
the pesticide- particularly the costs of not 
using it - had been wildly overestimated. 
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When a draft version of the report was 
circulated last year, these discrepancies 
were seized on by the Environmental 
Defense Fund (EDF) to challeng~ the 
EPA's decision to allow limited use of the 
pesticide. However, an administrative 
court in Washington has since ruled that 
the EDF had no legal standing to take part 
in EPA's rule-making procedure. 
Nevertheless, this could have significant 
impact on rule-making in the agency, since 
in the past many of the restrictions on 
pesticide use have followed challenges 
from the EDF and other similar 
environmentalist groups. 

David Dickson 

Russian plate tectonics 

Drift of 
change 

"Plate tectonics" and "continental 
drift" have been dirty words to orthodox 
Soviet geophysics for many years -
orthodoxy being, in this case, laid down 
not by Party doctrine but by the personal 
views of Academician Belousov, the 
acknowledged head of the Soviet 
geophysical establishment. Rather than let 
themselves be shut off from the 
international scienti fie community, as were 
the Soviet biologists in Lysenko's day, 
Soviet geophysicists have become adept in 
inventing semantic variants such as 
"ocean-floor movement" under which 
they can discuss the proscribed ideas. 

These strategies have been used, for the 
most part, strictly within the academic 
community, and it was only on extremely 
rare occasions that any mention was made 
of such concepts in the general press. (One 
such was the announcement that owning to 
crustal movements the BAM Baikal-Amur 
Mainline railway, would be when 
completed, 50 em longer than originally 
planned.) 

Now, however, an official of the Soviet 
Academy of Science's Institute of 
Archaelogy has given what amounts to a 
press conference on continental drift -
though without mentioning any con
troversial terms. Describing a new map of 
the lithosphere under thw world ocean's 
prepared by the Institute, the official 
explained to a TASS correspondent that 
"the lithosphere is thinnest in the centre of 
the oceans where median oceanic ridges 
pass" and that "it is precisely in those areas 
that the lithosphere is formed." 

Information on the thickness and 
structure of the lithosphere under the 
oceans is therefore "important for solving 
many theoretical problems'', in particular, 
for understanding the process of formation 
of our planet". 

Vera Rich 
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