
Brown Dwarfs 

M. Mitchell Waldrop's commentary 
on the faint companion of van Bies- 
broeck 8 as the first known "brown 
dwarf" (Research News, 4 Jan., p. 44) 
brings to mind a limerick written by 
Edward Upton about 20 years ago: 

Van Biesbroeck's star is so faint 
It's either a star or it ain't. 
There has even been talk 
That it's only a rock 
Covered with luminous paint. 

Incidentally, astronomers almost uni- 
versally use the plural form "white 
dwarfs," so by analogy the new class of 
objects should be called "brown 
dwarfs" rather than "brown dwarves." 
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Harvard-Smithsonian Center 
for Astrophysics, 
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Dietary Fat Recommendations 

I was surprised to read the letters by 
Steinberg and Lenfant, Riflcind, and Ja- 
coby (8 Feb., p. 582) criticizing Gina 
Kolata's article about the National Insti- 
tutes of Health Consensus Development 
Conference on Lowering Blood Choles- 
terol to Prevent Heart Disease (Research 
News, 4 Jan., p. 40). I thought the article 
was clear, factual, and fair. Kolata cor- 
rectly reported that there is a genuine 
controversy in the biomedical communi- 
ty about certain aspects of the consensus 
panel's report. 

Of the five major recommendations 
made by the panel, three dealt with high- 
risk adults (those with serum cholesterol 
values greater than 240 milligrams per 
deciliter) who require identification and 
treatment; one dealt with the control of 
obesity, and the last dealt with a blanket 
recommendation that all Americans, age 
2 to 90, adopt fat-modified diets in the 
interest of preventing atherosclerosis 
and its complications. It was my obser- 
vation that there was essentially unani- 
mous support for four of these recom- 
mendations but not for the recommenda- 
tion that all Americans consume fat- 
modified diets. 

Of the 24 speakers at the conference, 

Letters 

10 expressed reservations about the need 
for universal diet modification. The 600 
persons attending the conference were 
not polled, so one does not know their 
stand on the crucial point of recommend- 
ing diets for persons at very low risk, 
namely, children, women before meno- 
pause, and men with serum cholesterol 
values below 210 milligrams per decili- 
ter. The evidence for benefit from diet 
modification in these groups is lacking. 
In fact, the American Academy of Pedi- 
atrics (I) is on record as opposing the 
recommendation of diet modification for 
healthy children. 

Thus the only clear consensus in the 
conference was among members of the 
panel, which consisted of 14 health pro- 
fessionals, many of whom were commit- 
ted by virtue of previous declarations to 
programs of global intervention to pre- 
vent coronary heart disease. 

Science makes progress only through 
experimentation, argumentation, and de- 
bate. The issue of dietary fat modifica- 
tion for the entire population is an in- 
tensely controversial one and not an 
artifact of Kolata's reporting. The issue 
is one of science, not politics. These 
arguments will continue despite the com- 
plaints of the chairman of the panel and 
administrators of the National Heart, 
Lung, and Blood Institute who organized 
the conference. 
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Acid Deposition 

Philip H. Abelson, in his editorial "Ef- 
fects of SOz and NO, emissions" (14 
Dec., p. 1263), concludes that action to 
reduce pollutant emissions in the United 
States would be premature. This conclu- 
sion is not supported by information 
available in the scientific literature and in 
government reports. 

Abelson emphasizes the potential sig- 
nificance of NO, emissions, but the pri- 
mary cause of chronic pH depressions in 
surface waters is sulfur deposition, 
which contributes 80 percent or more (I) 
of the mineral acidity in acidified clear- 
water lakes. The fate of sulfur emmisions 
not deposited in wet precipitation, 
source-receptor relationships for sulfur, 
and recent changes in lakewater chemis- 
try, described as "unknown" by Abel- 
son, are extensively discussed in the 
literature (2, 3). 

Abelson states that "the focus of 
abatement efforts probably should be 
NO," to protect forests in the United 
States, in part because NO, is a precur- 
sor of ozone. While ozone is phytotoxic 
and is probably a major source of tree 
damage in parts of Southern California, 
the potential impact of acid or sulfate 
cannot be ignored. Recent studies (4, 5) 
report sulfate concentrations in Southern 
California fog and clouds in both urban 
and forested areas that exceed by an 
order of magnitude the average sulfate 
concentration in acid rain in the eastern 
United States. The potential relation of 
such high concentrations to tree damage 
has also been noted (4, 6), along with 
possible ozone-acid synergisms. Annual 
average ozone concentrations at one lo- 
cation where the forest has died back, 
Whiteface Mountain, New York, are 
well below the 6 parts per hundred mil- 
lion chronic exposure level noted by 
Abelson as associated with visible dam- 
age. However, cloudwater sulfate con- 
centrations are high (7). 

The "alarming" mortality in European 
forests, observed in the course of just a 
few years, followed anomolies similar to 
those being reported here (8). Therefore, 
it does not seem to us that "in the United 
States there is time to seek knowledge." 

Because there is now compelling evi- 
dence that surface water acidification 
cannot be avoided if sulfur dioxide emis- 
sions are not reduced by one-half or 
more (2, 9, lo), it is neither necessary 
nor prudent to await clarification of all 
sources of forest damage before acting to 
protect aquatic systems. Such reduc- 
tions in emissions, by slowing the chemi- 
cal alteration of soils and reducing cloud, 
fog, precipitation, and dry-deposited 
acidity will also provide some benefit to 
forests. The probable need for additional 
NO, controls does not reduce the bene- 
fits to be derived from sulfur control. 

The costs of acid rain damage are paid 
year in and year out as action is slowly 
pondered. Future risks to resources are 
substantial. With this understanding, 
blue ribbon committees of scientists (10, 
11) have called for expeditious action to 
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