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Fission in the AEC

During the past few years, the fceling has been growing in and out of
government that it is unwise to continue centering responsibility for pro-
tecting the nation against radiation hazards in the same agency that is
responsible for developing nuclear weapons and reactors. Various criti-
cisms of the Atomic Energy Commission’s public safety program have been
voiced, but the chief argument for a change is an appeal to the principle
that regulatory and developmental functions should not be placed in the
same hands. The interest in change has now reached critical size.

On 22 August the President assigned to the Department of Health,
Education, and Welfare “primary responsibility” within the executive
branch for the public health aspects of atomic energy. On the same date,
the President designated the secretary of HEW as current chairman of
the Federal Radiation Council, a unit he had created eight days earlier
to help coordinate existing government programs in radiation research.
And on the carlier date the President also gave his approval to legislation
that if enacted will transfer from the AEC to the states certain safety tasks,
with responsibility for federal assistance to the states to go eventually
to HEW.

The story of these new developments is a story of advisory committees.
A proposal to give the primary role in radiation protection to a group in
HEW was made public last March in a report to the surgeon general
by a spectal committee of scientists, the National Advisory Committee on
Radiation. A few days later, to obtain advice for himself on questions of
radiation control, the President set up a committee consisting of the chair-
man of the AEC, the secretary of HEW, and the director of the Bureau of
the Budget. It was on the basis of recommendations by the latter group
that the President gave new responsibilities to HEW and established the
Federal Radiation Gouncil. The members of the council are the heads of
agencies most significantly involved with radiation, which means again
the chairman of the AEC and the secretary of HEW and, in addition, the
secretaries of Defense and Commerce. Besides its other tasks, the council
will advise the President on public health aspects of radiation, while to
advise it the council will have the services of the President’s special assist-
ant for science and technology.

The scope of HEW’s new activities is indicated by the department’s
plans to increase expenditures in this area in the Public Health Service
and Food and Drug Administration from about $1 million for fiscal 1959
to $3.2 million for fiscal 1960, with the possibility of asking Congress for
additional funds in January. Spending in the AEC for fiscal 1960 is esti-
mated at $3.5 million for fallout sampling and analysis and $2t million
for research in radiation biology. HEW’s principal new task is the regular
receipt of radiation data from other government agencies and the inter-
pretation of these data for the President and the public.

The present effort to place primary responsibility for radiation protec-
tion outside the AEC without unduly disturbing existing research and safety
programs looks like a workable solution to a difficult problem. Many or-
ganizational details still have to be filled in, however. For example, the
principal body up till now for recommending radiation protection stand-
ards to federal agencies has been a private but quasi-official group, the
National Committee on Radiation Protection. How this advisory body will
fit into the new scheme of things is one of the first questions the new Fed-
edal Radiatien Council must decide.—].T.



