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Institute of Technology (MIT) suggested 
that nitrite produced cancer in the 
lymphatic system of laboratory rats. 

Almost 13 per cent of 1,350 test animals 
in the study were said to have developed 
lymphomas, compared with only 5.75 per 
cent of the 573 not being fed nitrites. 

The FDA had proposed a phased 
withdrawal of nitrites, but at the same time 
had announced that the MIT study was to 
be placed in the public record "so that the 
process of external scientific scrutiny can 
commence". As well as gathering 
comments from their own scientists, the 
FDA and the USDA commissioned a 
Washington-based contract research 
group, Universities Associated for 
Research and Education in Pathology, to 
review the 50,000 tissue slides taken by Dr' 
Newberne of his 2,000 test animals. 

Last week the two agencies announced 
that the review of the slides revealed 
insufficient evidence to support Dr 
Newberne's conclusions that nitrites 
increased the risk of cancer in the 
lymphatic system. The review group said 
that it found fewer of the slides indicated 
the presence of cancer than Dr Newberne 
had concluded, and the agency scientists 
agreed. 

Some of the supposed lymphomas were 
noncancerous, the group said, and some 
were histiocytic sarcomas, which have no 
known human counterpart. 

On the basis of this reassessment of Dr 
Newberne's data, the two agencies 
announced that they were dropping plans 
to phase out the use of nitrites. 

However, the statement emphasized that 
steps are still being taken to reduce the level 
of nitrites in food because of concern that, 
through the effects of cooking or digestion 
with other chemicals, nitrites can form 
nitrosamines, known potent carcinogens. 

Following last week's announcement, 
the FDA has also asked the National 
Academy of Sciences to review and 
evaluate all available scientific data about 
nitrites, and to analyse possible alternative 
preservatives for use in the meat and 
poultry industries. 

The decision not to impose a ban on 
nitrites was widely welcomed by food 
industry officials, where nitrites are used 
not only to prevent the spread of botulism, 
but also to give meat the red colouring 
favoured by US consumers. The industry 
had complained that there was no 
alternative agent with equivalent taste, 
texture and handling characteristics, and 
had previously claimed that a ban might 
destroy the US pig industry, over 70 per 
cent of whose products are processed with 
the use of nitrites. 

When his research results were reported 
two years ago, Dr Newberne urged that 
they should be confirmed by other research 
workers before any ban was introduced. 
Last week he was on vacation, unable to 
comment on the review group's critique of 
his research techniques. 

David Dickson 
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Energy conservation 

UK forecasts 
The UK Atomic Energy Authority 

(UKAEA) has dismissed as "uneconomic 
and risky" proposals for an aggressive 
policy on energy conservation put forward 
by the International Institute for 
Environment and Development (lIED) 15 
months ago. 

That "low energy stategy" placed too 
much emphasis on conservation and too 
little on the expansion of indigenous fuel 
supplies say the UKAEA. Furthermore, the 
strategy leads to a shortfall in oil and gas 
supplies of up to 108 million tonnes of coal 
equivalent in the year 2025, say the 
authority, overestimates the savings 
possible in the domestic sector, and is 
inconsistent in its projections of sectional 
and overall economic growth. 

What no doubt stuck in the authority's 
throat was the claim in the lIED report that 
electricity output can be met by building 
only 6 GW of nuclear capacity in the first 
quarter of next century, so that nuclear 
power would become • 'a peripheral issue", 
and that the fast breeder "could be shelved 
indefinitely". (In contrast, the UK govern
ment has since announced a 15-GW 
nuclear construction programme over the 
decade beginning 1982.) Thus the authority 
wish to argue that energy demand, and 
particularly electricity demand, will remain 
more buoyant than the lIED calculate. 

Gerald Leach, principal author of the 
lIED report, last week admitted that the 
low energy strategy could lead to an oil and 
gas shortfall in 2025, in so far as it was 
possible to calculate that distance into the 
future, but said that it would be very easy to 
make good the shortfall by, for example, 
increased coal production for which his 
estimate for the year 2025 had been more 
conservative even than the 170 million 
tonne target set for the year 2000 by the 
National Coal Board. 

In domestic conservation, the level of 
savings depended greatly on the assumed 
price ratio between gas and electricity as a 
function of time, said Leach. "Everyone is 
crashing out of electricity now", and 
electricity prices will increase further as 
coal and oil become more expensive. So if 
cheap nuclear electricity does come on line 
in the UK in the 1990s it may be too late. 

On the other hand, argue the UKAEA, 
the assumption in the low energy strategy 
that real incomes in 2025 will be 3 times 
those of today, and that electricity prices 
relative to gas will be 2.4 times cheaper than 
today, are incompatible with the 
assumption that domestic electricity use 
will decline. The greater heat gains 
available from electric heat pumps and 
their quietness, compared with gas-driven 
heat pumps, will lead to their preferential 
adoption, say the authority; and the lIED 
have ignored a likely trend to greater size in 
domestic appliances. UK refrigerators 
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average 5-6 cubic ft, whereas American 
ones average 12 cubic ft. 

But potentially the most damning 
criticism in the UKAEA reply is that the 
lIED report is inconsistent. One of its most 
attractive conclusions was that high growth 
was possible alongside a reduction in 
energy use; but the assumed growth rate is 
not matched by the sectional estimates 
from which energy use is derived. 

The lIED report, in its high growth case, 
assumes 2.94070 annual growth in gross 
domestic product and the growth of non
energy manufacturing industry at only 
2.19%. But that implies, the UKAEA point 
out, that the other sectors (which are 
mainly service industries) grow faster than 
2.94%, whereas the lIED figures show 
much lower growth in the measures used 
(for example, floor area for the commercial 
and institutional sector). 

Leach's reply to this is that he assumes, 
on the basis of many interviews and 
studies, that the monetary productivity of a 
given unit in the service sector will increase. 
For example, the £1m2 generated in office 
work will increase through the 
introduction of microcircuitry. 

Robert Walgate 

Soviet space 

Salyut women 
Although Soviet planners decided in 

1976 not to recruit any more women to 
follow Valentina Tereshkova into space as 
a pilot, they also announced that women 
would still be eligible to serve aboard space 
stations as doctors, astronomers or 
stewardesses. None has yet done so but it 
seems as if a welcome is now being 
prepared aboard Salyut. 

Until now, the Salyut stations have been 
somewhat cramped, and, according to an 
un attributed talk on Moscow radio last 
month, "quite hard and difficult even for 
men". Now, however, Salyut-typestations 
have "more acceptable" conditions for 
joint work by both men and women. In the 
near future, stations will have separate 
cabins, rest rooms and showers. 

Salyut 6 already has an experimental 
shower cabinet, in which the cosmonaut is 
sluiced by a stream of water drops borne by 
an airflow. In the future the beads of water 
which remain in the shower cabinet instead 
of passing on to the recycling system will be 
dealt with by the newest aid to space 
hygiene, a special towelling drying-bag. 

One on-board luxury the would-be 
citizeness-cosmonaut still cannot expect is 
the traditional bunch of flowers on 
Women's Day (8 March). Soviet space 
biologists announced last month that they 
were abandoning attempts to grow flowers 
in space, for lack of positive results, and 
they were now concentrating their 
attention on radishes, cucumbers and 
carrots, which could form an important 
addition to the cosmonauts' diet. 

Vera Rich 
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