Ecologists, Unite!

“A policy for conservationists” (24
May, p. 857) deserves the thoughtful
study of all segments of society that
exercise any measure of control—either
by policy or action—over the state
of our environmental quality. Kesteven’s
seven-point policy propositions should
become inviolable guidelines if humanity
ever hopes to maintain its habitat as a
heritage for future generations. His rules
for carrying out his policy, however,
seem too idealistic to be workable. How
can we weave into the fabric of govern-
ment his ethics, principles, and method-
ology when so many divergent views
exist both in government and in the
scientific community? These views were
well documented in the Daddario sub-
committee report on the status of the
International Biological Program (I).
On the one hand are the “prophets of
doom” who predict nothing short of
disaster in our present course. At the
other extreme are those who simply do
not care—those who refuse to be moved
by the threats to our resources and
environment. Somewhere in between
are those who advocate—for economic
reasons—controlled pollution, a com-
promise between complete cleanliness
and the havoc of uncontrolled filth.
Among those in the “don’t care” camp,
two distinct subgroups can be identi-
fied: (i) scientists who frown on their
basic research being ¢ontaminated with
social concerns; and (ii), to quote the
Daddario report, “the marketplace
which prefers to sidestep the painful
economic consequences of any direct
confrontation with forecasts of deteri-
orating environments.”

Attaining Kesteven’s ideal policies
and programs will depend largely on
whether or not these divergent sectors
can decide upon some degree of una-
nimity.
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Letters

Kesteven says, “Man has a capacity
to analyze the systems of the natural
world (including himself); to ascertain
the connection between cause and effect;
to measure the role of each component;
and to some degree to predict the out-
come of events. Thus he is highly aware
of what is going on about him and of
his own actions. At the same time he
has a capacity for reasoned abstention
—that is, he is an ethical being.”

I would like to believe this is true of
the general public. I am afraid it is
true primarily of a very small minority,
and of relatively few lawmakers at local,
state, and national levels in this country.
In various capacities, I have observed
them at close range for 30-odd years
and few are “highly aware of what is
going on about [them] and of the con-
sequences of [their] own actions.” Bills
relating to resources are seldom written
by ecologists and too often lawmakers
have only a sketchy understanding of
ecology itself.

Kesteven’s suggestions can be mean-
ingful only if our educational leaders
are stimulated to encourage an aware-
ness of the ecological (conservation)
ethic at all levels of education, from
carly elementary school through col-
lege or university. There is little evi-
dence that state boards of public edu-
cation are so inclined, judging from
their budget allocations. One state co-
ordinator of conservation-outdoor edu-
cation whom I know recently received
a total 12-month budget that amounted
to just $500 more than her salary.
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Belgian Autocracy

As a Belgian scientist who recently
left his country without much hope
of return, I can vouch for the accuracy
of Walsh’s account of the crisis at Lou-
vain University (8 Mar., p. 1084), and
also for the sympathetic understanding

he showed for the problems faced by
Belgian universities. One point, how-
ever, should be emphasized. The “lin-
guistic crisis” at Louvain reflects a
much more fundamental problem com-
mon to all universities in the country.
Academic structures in Belgium are
very anachronistic. Most of the power
is vested in an institution called the
“chair,” a responsibility given by decree
to an individual within a university to
preside over a collection of scientific
objects which includes, in particular, all
the other individuals in the same disci-
pline. With a few notable and widely
acclaimed exceptions, this system is
disastrous. A recent study has shown
that such an institution is very much
akin to an absolute monarchy in politi-
cal terms, often with some hereditary
traits. This tremendous power exists
in the national scientific foundations,
where members of the executive and
scientific committees are largely the
same individuals.

I believe this highly undemocratic
system is responsible for the fact that
the universities have served as the focal
point for the linguistic (and many
other) questions. Younger scientists,
Flemish or Walloon, from Brussels or
Leuven, from Ghent or Liege, never
have had difficulty cooperating with one
another. As Walsh alludes, the lan-
guage line is easily crossed in the labo-
ratory.
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Nuclear History

Roderick Spence’s excellent article
on nuclear rockets (31 May, p. 953)
prompts this historical footnote about
Los Alamos. Today the program reflects
methodical progress, stability, and ex-
pert understanding, but a decade ago
it was very different. We were all ama-
teurs, filled at once with excitement
and scientific misgivings, confronted al-
ways with organizational convulsions
and fiscal panic.

The three crucial criteria for an ef-
fective nuclear rocket engine—(i) high
gas temperature, (ii) large power-to-
weight ratio, (iii) reliability after long
running times and frequent restarts—
which Spence quotes, originally were
not well-formulated goals. The follow-
ing remembrance will illustrate.

Concurrent with the early Kiwi de-
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