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caused some companies to fear loss of con-
fidentiality, but those have been overcome,
Qakley says. Even so, after Oakley’s many
years in government, he can say ‘‘I have
never been in such a position where I can
find out so rapidly exactly what companies
think’’. With his £500 million, this gives
Oakley a position of power and pulse-
taking that Davignon or his staff would
clearly like to exercise on the European
scale.

There is some evidence that West Ger-
many may follow the British lead. A plan
for information technology is said to be in
gestation — it will probably go to the Ger-
man parliament in March, after the 28
February deadline Davignon seeks for
agreement on Esprit. The upshot, that the
two main complainants over the EEC
budget may have made their own ar-
rangements by them, does not augre well
for Esprit. Robert Walgate

East German chemicals

Back to coal

EasTt Germany is planning a return to coal
and, in particular, to domestically
available lignite as the basis of its chemical
industry, according to a report from the
German Institute for Economic Research
in West Berlin. Carbon chemistry has
declined in importance in East Germany
since 1975, with oil being used as the
primary chemical feedstock.

Last November, at a meeting of the
Central Committee of the United Socialist
Party (SED), party leader Erich Honecker
stressed that he attached the ‘‘greatest
importance’” to coal gasification and lique-
faction. Current plans call for 80 per cent
of the growth in lignite production to be
allotted as a feedstock for the chemical
industry. Expansion of coal tar and, above
all, carbide production is a prime
objective,

According to Mr Honecker, processing
chemistry — inciuding coal and lignite —
ranks with biotechnology and micro-
electronics among the sciences which must
““increasingly permeate’’ the East German
economy. The target date for the large-
scale liquefaction of lignite is, at the latest,
1992, with a planned annual processing of
10 million tonnes of lignite into fuel and
liquid feedstocks. A team of 150 scientists
at the carbo-chemical centre in Boehlen is
said to be working on new sophisticated
processes for lignite gasification and
processing.

At present, however, the return to coal
and acetylene seems tobe based onarevival
of old methods and technologies. This,
according to the German Institute for
Economic Research, involves a consider-
able loss of labour productivity and an
increase in energy consumption, since in
existing plants, nine to ten tonnes of raw
lignite and a ‘‘very high input’® of
hydrogen are needed to replace one tonne
of oil. VeraRich
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NEWS
US-Soviet space research

Moves for joint programme

Moscow radio’s English-language service
for North America has dropped several
hints during the past few weeks suggesting
a Soviet willingness to resume joint
research projects in space. Such coopera-
tion has, in fact, never entirely stopped.
There is still some joint work on space
medicine — including animal experiments
on calcium loss due to weightlessness —
and Soviet-American meetings of
planetologists involved in Venus studies.

The recent hints suggest, however, that
the Soviet side would like to see a resump-
tion of plans for a joint manned mission.
One commentator noted that there was at
one time a plan for a link-up between the
US space shuttle and a Soviet Salyut sta-
tion. This, he claimed, was “‘unilaterally
suspended’’ by the American administra-
tion, which has ‘‘increasingly been expan-
ding military space projects at the expense
of scientific research in space”’.

The same attitude of blaming the
Americans for the cessation of these plans
was adopted by Vladislav Dobrosel’skii,
head of the external relations administra-
tion of the Soviet Academy of Sciences. He
maintained that, in spite of highly-
publicized official embargoes, the
Washington government has quietly main-
tained a policy of preserving exchanges and
contacts in areas where the Soviet Union is
undoubtedly ahead. In the field of space
medicine and biology, in which Soviet
achievements are ‘‘obvious’’, the Soviet
Union had however been guided by
“‘humanitarian motives’’ in making their
experience and knowhow available to the

Americans.

Ostensibly, Dobrosel’skii’s call was for a
restoration of ‘‘broad scientific ties’’ bet-
ween the United States and the Soviet
Union. His stress on the Soviet lead posi-
tion in space, and the advantages which,
even now, the Americans receive from it,
suggests that renewed cooperation in space
was the prime purpose of the broadcast.

What political ambience the Soviet
Unicn would demand as a prerequisite for
a major joint space experiment has not, so
far, been spelled out. (So far the commen-
tators have simply urged that such
cooperation would be conducive to peace
and detente.) Dobrosel’skii himself urged
that cooperation should be ‘‘on a footing
of equality, without any discrimination’’
and “‘free of contingency fluctuations’’
{presumably of political origin). It is possi-
ble, therefore, that the suggestions were in-
tended as a warm-up to the latest round of
“‘confidence building’’ negotiations which
opened in Stockholm last week.

It should be remembered, however, that
in 1982, a Moscow radio commentator
hinted that the United Kingdom could
qualify, like France and India, for par-
ticipation in the manned ‘‘Interkosmos’’
programme — provided it first rejected the
siting of US missiles on its soil.

If the possibility of a joint United States-
Soviet major space effort goes further than
the recent preliminary kite-flying, it seems
highly likely that some concession on arms
limitation will be demanded by the Soviet
side as a prerequisite to participation.

VeraRich

UK observatories reprieved

GROUND-based astronomers in Britain and
particularly those at the Royal Greenwich
Observatory (RGO) should be breathing a
sigh of relief this week. The Willmore panel
set up to advise the Science and Engineer-
ing Research Council (SERC) on the future
of the British observatories has recom-
mended that RGO, the Royal Observatory
Edinburgh (ROE) and Rutherford Ap-
pleton Laboratory (RAL) should ail con-
tinue to be supported by the SERC. This
recommendation has been accepted by the
body directly responsible for UK
astronomy, SERC’s Astronomy Space and
Radio (ASR) Board, thus stilling fears that
RGO might be abolished in the near future
(see Nature 301, 102; 1983).

The final decision, morever, rests with
the council, due to meet in mid-February,
although there is no reason to believe that it
will not follow the recommendation. But
the observatories will probably not escape
totally unscathed, for the plans now laid
for instrumentation of the new telescopes
at La Palma and Hawaii will probably be

cut back, or be streched out. Those work-
ing at RGO, who have been expecting to
co-ordinate the remote operation by
satellite of the La Palma telescopes, will for
example be displeased by the news that the
initial demonstration of this techmique,
both for La Palma and for the millimetre-
wave telescope being constructed in
Hawaii, will be carried out at the Edin-
burgh Observatory.

While these decisions relate to the long-
term future of the ASR Board’s activities,
immediate problems remain. Deficits aris-
ing from the effects of exchange rate fluc-
tuations on international subscriptions
have been partly compensated for by the
Treasury, to the tune of £7 million. But for
the financial year 1984-85, the board still
has to cut about £2 million from its original
estimate, To achieve this, the board intends
to cut funds from research grants by 5 per
cent, RGO and RAL manpower by about
10 per cent and 15 per cent respectively and
other institutional costs by about 10 per
cent, Philip Campbell

© 1984 Macmillan Journals Ltd



	Back to coal

