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correspondence 
The toxicity of plutonium 

SlR,-In your editorial "Take your 

time Mr Benn" published on Sep
tember 30 you discuss the Report of 
the Royal Commission on Environ
mental Pollution. You state that "the 
report first reviews what is known in 
radiobiology with particular attention 
to plutonium", and that "independent 
consultants were brought in. . . . The 
consultants' reports have not been 
published." Two of the signatories of 
this letter (F.W.S. and J.V.) are ask
nowledged by name in paragraph 537 

of the report. We wish to make it 
clear that the two other signatories 
(R.D. and P.L.), who are members of 
the Commission, take fult responsi

bility for Chapter II on Radioactivity 
and Radiobiology in the report. This 
was not seen by the consultants at any 
time prior to publication. In fact they 
disagree with several of the statements 

made in this chapter. 
In paragraph 66, for instance, the 

statement that "plutonium isotopes are 
retained in the body once they gain 

admittance" is certainly misleading. 
Excretion does occur though it is not 

rapid, while no mention is made in 
paragraph 55 of the salient fact that 
the energy deposited in the tissues by 
the strontium 90 decay process is about 

200 times greater than that deposited 

by tritium. 
Further, the greater part of the 

evidence given to the Commission by 
the consultants has already been pub
lished in their Joint paper in Nature 
(February 19, 1976) entitled " Hazards 
of plutonium with special reference to 
the skeleton", and in a paper by Janet 
Vaughan entitled "Plutonium-a pos
sible leukaemic risk", in W. S. S. Jee 
(Ed.), Health Effects of Plutonium and 
Radium, 691-705, (J. W. Press, Salt 
Lake City, Utah; 1976). Tn fact 
references to these two papers were 
made hy the Commission in Chapter n 
and in their bibliography. 

In their written evidence to the 
Commission the consultants stated 
"We are in agreement with the con
clusions arrived at by the Medical 
Research Council' and the National 
Radiological Protection Board' on the 
risk to the lung and on the question 
of the hot particle." Reference to hoth 
these matters was made in their paper 
puhlished in February in Nature, and 

in a paper published by Mayneord and 
Clarke' on which their discussion was 

partly hased and which was also pub
lished in the same issue of Nature 

under the title "Quantitative assess
ment of carcinogenic risks associated 
with hot particles". The substance of 
the consultants' comments on papers 
submitted by the National Radiological 
Protection Board on the numbers of 
deaths from leukaemia at the Wind
scale reprocessing plant are contained 
in paragraphs 74 and 75 of the Report. 

Yours faithfully, 

RICHARD DOLL 

Regius Professor of Medicine, 

University of Oxford, UK 

PATRICIA LINDOP 

Professor of Radiobiology, 

University of London , UK 

F. W. SPIERS 

Bone Dosimetry Research Unit, 

Cook ridge Hospital, Leeds, UK 

JANET VAUGHAN 

Bone Research Laboratory, 

Nuffield Orthopaedic Centre, 

Oxford, UK 
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Genetic manipulation 

SIR,- The contribution of John Locke, 
the Director of the Health and Safety 
Executive, to the debate on genetic 
manipulation raises a new and disturb
ing issue. The Director claims that 
"the techniques described as 'genetic 
engineering' should be permitted where 
they offer prospects of social benefit" 
subject to safety precautions. So we 
learn that the safety of experiments is 
not the only criterion on which they 
are to he judged; officials are also to 
pass judgment on the social benefit of 

genetic experiments. 
The ethical problems were not even 

discussed in the Williams Report, 
which confined itself solely to safety 
considerations in genetic manipulation. 
Clearly the Health and Safety people 
have no mandate to assess the social 

benefits of work. Besides the safety as
pects of work in genetics, ethical prob
lems could arise and these need very 
full debate before they have any in-
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f1uence on executive action . 
Yours faithfully, 

S. J. PIRT 

Microbiology Department, 

Queen Elizabeth College, 
University of London , UK 

Human anatomy 
SIR,-The interest in descriptive asym
metry shown in Nature 's pages in
dicates that the classic German treatise 
on the subject' , reprinted in 1970, 
deserves recognition by the English
speaking world. Asymmetry of human 
limbs, and much else, has a large 
literature hut lacks a recent review. 
There is even a more recent paper 2 

devoted to a positive correlation between 
handedness and scrotal asymmetry. There 
are also by now several dozen analytical 
treatments 3 -"; fluctuating asymmetry (but 
not other kinds) is a measure of the 
imprecision of development. 

Yours faithfully, 
LEIGH V AN VALEN 

Department of Biology 

University of Chicago 

Chicago, Illinois 60637 
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Careers in science 
SIR,- There has been a great deal of 
discussion recently ahout possible short 
term cuthacks in ' hig science' projects. 

Nowhere have the effects on the 
careers of scores of research students 
been discussed. Simultaneously there 
are complaints about the lack of pros
pective students for university science 
courses. Is it not possible that these 
two sets of circumstances are directly 

related? 
(Name and address supplied) 

To be or not to be 
SIR,-Isn't isn't is'nt! (October 7, page 

i). 
Yours faithfully, 

KENNETH E. APT 

Los Alamos, 
New Mexico 87544 
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