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US medical care

Hospices gain
Washington

What could be a major shift in the
pattern of US health care lies nearly hidden
in the big tax bill Congress passed on 19
August, This is a feature allowing the
federal government to pay for hospice
care, that is, care of terminally ill people
who have chosen not to have extreme life-
prolonging measures and want to ‘‘die with
dignity’’. Some 95 per cent of US hospice
patients have cancer, and an estimated half
of them are over 65.

The advent of what amounts to complete
federal insurance for hospice care is sure to
swell the ranks of those who chose it.
Indeed, because this is a budget cutting,
cost-saving year for US domestic pro-
grammes, the congressmen voted for it
because of claims that it would encourage
more people to use hospices, relieving
pressure on acute care hospitals.

Until now, the estimated 36,000 people
receiving hospice care in the United States
have had to pay for many of the costs
themselves, or have their families pay.
Of the estimated 360,000 deaths from
cancer per year in the United States, only 10
per cent are now in hospice programmes.
So the potential growth of hospice usage is
enormous,

According to figures provided by the
Congressional Budget Office that
Congress relied on heavily in its decision,
this extension of Medicare benefits would
cost the programme an additional $1
million per year in the first two years,
Afterwards, however, the numbers of
people chosing hospices over hospitals
would save $16 million in fiscal 1985 and
$40 million in fiscal 1986. The National
Hospice Organization says the cost of
home hospice careis up to $100a day, com-
pared with $600 for full hospital care.

The measure’s successful passage,
despite opposition from the Adminis-
tration, the American Medical
Association, the American Hospital
Association, and the Blue Cross Associ-
ation, has been eclipsed by the larger fight
over the tax bill.

The bill has been a focal point for
national discussion of how to narrow the
federal deficit and give the business
community confidence in a US economic
recovery. One House staffer deeply in-
volved in the legislation noted that in
normal times, something like the hospice
measure would have made a big splash at
the time it passed. Instead it has barely been
reported, having arrived in the final bill by
a strange parliamentary route.

In the house the most active proponent
was Leon Panetta (Democrat, California),
while Senator John Heinz (Republican,
Pennsylvania) is responsible for having the
Senate version included in the midst of that
body’s marathon debate on the overall tax
bill. Deborah Shapely

Bankruptcy for interferon firm

Washington

While Southern Biotech Inc., a Tampa,
Florida, biotechnology firm that was
forced to file for bankruptcy on 28 May,
continues to negotiate with its creditors a
plan to become solvent again, the US Food
and Drug Administration has approved the
company’s first interferon product for
clinical trials.

Approval came on 16 August for US
trials of an interferon preparation of
possible benefit to lymphoma patients.
Although founded and promoted on the
basis of its possible interferon sales, the
company had not previously been able to
market any in the United States, and a
50,000-million unit inventory of alpha-
interferon remains unsold.

To facilitate its product reaching doctors
in the Florida area, says Daphne B. Floyd,
the company’s vice-president for market-
ing, she has helped start a new
organization, the Interferon Foundation
of Florida, to help tell cancer patients and
doctors about interferon. Southern
Biotech has donated enough of the newly
approved product to the foundation to
treat 20 patients.

The company was formed in 1979 by
former physician, John Kilgore, who
sought to graft an interferon products
business using genetic engineering onto a
successful blood plasma business. But
various deals, including one with Key
Energy Enterprises of Tampa, apparently
drained the company of cash. Hopes of an
innovative research programme under
William E. Stewart II, formerly of
Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center,
were dashed when Stewart, who was listed

as director of research at the time of the 18
August 1981 stock offering, was fired in
September. The prospectus envisaged 17
doctoral-level scientists and a support staff
of 34. At present, the scientific staff
numbers 3, says Floyd.

However, the company continues to sell
its blood plasmas in the United States,
while a subsidiary, Southern Biotech
Caribbean, located in Kingston, Jamaica,
sells its interferon products locally and in
West Germany.

Southern Biotech currently has appli-
cations for two other interferon products,
one for treating breast carcinomas and the
other for herpes, filed with FDA, says
Floyd. Deborah Shapley

Spruce bark beetle

Peril imported

Despite stringent import controls which
demand the stripping and spraying of
imported conifers, the great spruce bark
beetle (Dendroctonus micans) has found its
way into British woodland.

Forestry Commission entomologists
have identified the beetle on a private estate
near Ludlow in Shropshire and the com-
mission has implemented a monitoring
programme using helicopters and foot
patrols to survey the area within a 50 mile
radius of Ludlow. Other counties affected
are Gloucestershire, Hereford, Powys and
Glamorgan. The Forestry Commission is
optimistic that the pest will remain
confined to this area assuming it has not
already spread further afield.

Dendroctonus micans attacks and kills
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conifer trees, in particular Sitka and
Norway spruce, which account for a large
part of British woodlands. It is endemic in
Northern Europe where forestry manage-
ment techniques have already been adapted
to its presence. The last serious outbreak
wasin Holland in 1955 but after a four-year
programme the beetle was eradicated.

The female great spruce bark beetle
attacks spruce 20-25 years old when the
bark is thick enough for her to eat out a
small protective chamber where she can lay
her eggs. Trees which are suffering stress
are particularly vulnerable. The 100-300
eggs, laid in two broods, hatch out and the
larvae feed on the edge of the chamber
before emerging as adults. In serious cases
grubs eat out grooves, causing ring bark.

To contain the attacks, affected trees
have to be felled and stripped of their bark
which is burned on site or sprayed with
insecticide. The Forestry Commission has
the power to ensure that owners of wood-
land, both private and public, take action
and destroy infested trees.

It is likely that the beetle arrived in
Britain in imported timber that was not
properly stripped but, because the life cycle
of the beetle varies from one to four years,
it is impossible to know how long it has
been in Britain. What seems certain is that
now Dendroctonus micans has crossed the
Channel it looks like being a pest we will
have to learn to live with. Jane Wynn

East German scientists

Too many now

Science planners in the German
Democratic Republic (GDR) have failed to
come up with a coherent policy for the
division of labour in science, according to
leading East German sociologist, Pro-
fessor Manfred Loetsch. Speaking on
Berlin radio, Professor Loetsch claimed
that this bad planning was a major cause of
the disparity between spending on science
and technology and the rise in productivity
in the GDR.

Part of the problem, Professor Loetsch
suggested, lies in the pay structure of East
German science. In general the GDR hasa
pay policy based on payment by results.
But this principle does not apply in science,
where there is a fixed pay scale according
to the grade of post.

Incentives, however, are not the only
requirement for increased scientific
productivity. Science in the GDR, said
Professor Loetsch, is greatly hampered by
the lack of ‘‘intermediate personnel”’.
Higher education was greatly expanded
during the last decade, but this expansion
has not been matched by a parallel growth
in the training of technicians. Indeed, the
science planners seem to have neglected the
need for such auxiliaries, so that whereas
the international average for technical
research gives six auxiliaries to one scien-
tist, in the GDR the ratio is 0.8 to one. Fre-
quently, Professor Loetsch complained,

Mathematicians and human-rights
activists in the West are preparing a
petition to appeal for the release of a
Soviet colleague, Valerii Senderov,
formerly a teacher in one of the Soviet
Union’s schools for mathematically
gifted children. Senderov was arrested in
June and is now in pre-trial detention. He
will probably be charged under article 70
(anti-Soviet agitation) or article 190/1
(slandering the state).

From the official Soviet point of view,
Senderov is a double offender. In 1978 he
was a founder member of SMOT, the
unauthorized *‘Inter-professional Free
Trade Union”’ group that has recently
faced increasing official hostility
(founder member, Albina Vakoreva
arrived in Vienna last week, after being
forced to emigrate). In addition,
Senderov, together with fellow
mathematician Boris Kanevskii, has for
the past four years been monitoring
admissions to Moscow University’s
faculty of mechanics and mathematics.

Embarrassing admissions cause trouble

Senderov’s group claims to have estab-
lished discrimination against Jews.

In 1979, the team found that of 48
applicants with no Jewish parents or
grandparents, who had between them
won 26 prizes in the Moscow and All-
Union “Olympiads’’, 38 were admitted
to university on the result of their
entrance examinations and a further two
on appeal. From a group of 40 having at
least one Jewish grandparent, who
between them gained 48 prizes in the
Olympiads, only four were initially
admitted and a further two on appeal.
The group’s most recent report, signed
also by mathematicians Naum Meinan
and Grigorii Freiman, shows the same
pattern for 1980, 41 non-Jewish candi-
dates admitted out of 49, and two
““Jewish’’ candidates out of fifteen.

The arrest of Senderov on 17 June and
of Boris Kanevskii only four days later
makes a report on this year’s entrance
examinations, held in July, very unlikely.

VeraRich

the lack of auxiliaries is justified on ideo-
logical grounds, so that, for example, a
scientist who complains that shifting stores
to the laboratory is not his job will be
castigated as an ‘‘elitist’’. Rather than
expand unduly the number of graduates,
he said, existing graduates should be better
deployed. At present a significant
proportion of graduates (estimates range
from 12 to 20 per cent) are employed in
posts for which a university education is
not necessary. VeraRich

UK academic posts

Muddy waters

Both the British Home Office and the
Committee of Vice-Chancellors of British
universities have made moves to try and
clear up, once and for all, the confusion
that persists over the appointment of over-
seas candidates to UK academic posts. Ina
recent letter to the vice-chancellors’ com-
mittee, the Home Office outlined its inter-
pretation of the immigration laws as
applied to university staff. And to help
universities abide by that interpretation,
the vice-chancellors’ committee has
appointed a special officer to act as an
intermediary in disputed cases.

The confusion seems to have arisen
because neither universities nor immigra-
tion officials have known how to apply
British immigration law to overseas
students at British universities who later
apply for academic posts. British im-
migration law is against visitors using their
foothold in the country to gain permanent
residence. But the Home Office also
acknowledges the case for employing
foreign academics who could make an
outstanding contribution.

Hence, determining who should be
allowed to stay has often been a lengthy
procedure. Universities have taken
exception to officials questioning their
judgement on who is suitable for a par-
ticular job and candidates have been sub-
jected to undue delay before hearing if
their applications have been accepted. In
some cases, candidates have even been told
to go home to their native countries before
applying for a work permit.

The Home Office letter signals no
change in the law but tries to set out the
criteria to be used in deciding whether
someone is to get a work permit. There
should be evidence, it says, that the
person’s employment will benefit Britain,
either economically or technically, or
appreciably enhance Britain’s inter-
national standing in a particular field of
study. The onus is on universities to
convince officials that those criteria are
met and that no suitable British or EEC
national is available for the job.

The vice-chancellors’ committee
believes that the Home Office letter will
help universities by providing guidelines
that can be presented before immigration
officials.

One further problem for universities,
however, could be the Home Office’s
stipulation that a post must be “‘justifiable
in its own right and not simply in terms of
the candidate’s abilities’’. In their current
financial straits, not many universities are
likely to be creating posts for outstanding
individuals. But any that have sufficient
cash should be able to hook good overseas
academics simply by careful argument with
the Home Office, according to David
Anderson-Evans, senior administration
officer at the vice-chancellors’ committee.

Judy Redfearn
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