
Cosmos 1900's Unplanned Return 
A Soviet spy satellite powered by a small 
nudear reactor is expected to reenter Earth's 
atmosphere in late September or early Octo- 
ber. Its imminent return to Earth is causing 
concern because Soviet controllers have lost 
radio contact with the satellite and have 
been unable to activate a safety mechanism 
designed to separate the reactor from the 
spacecraft and boost it into a higher orbit. 
Radioactive material will thus reenter the 
atmosphere along with the spacecraft. 

Soviet officials who briefed a delegation 
of U.S. scientists in early September said 
that when the spacecraft, known as Cosmos 
1900, drops to an altitude of about 100 
kilometers, heat generated during reentry 
should trigger a signal to eject the core of 
the reactor. This should cause the radioac- 
tive material to disintegrate and be widely 
dispersed in the upper atmosphere. The 
particles would gradually settle to the 
ground, where their contribution to back- 
ground radiation would be undetectable. 

The core-ejection mechanism was added 
to Soviet nuclear-powered satellites after a 
mishap a decade ago. In January 1978, 
Cosmos 954, a reconnaissance satellite simi- 
lar to Cosmos 1900, reentered the atmo- 

launched, but the U.S. Department of Ener- 
gy is developing a reactor called the SP-100 
that is being designed initially to power 
spacecraft as part of the Strategic Defense 
Initiative. 

In part because of the potential hazards of 
putting reactors in space, and in part to 
constrain military applications of space nu- 
clear power, the Federation of American 
Scientists (FAS) and the Committee of So- 
viet Scientists Against the Nuclear Threat 
have called for a ban on orbiting reactors. 
Hirsch and two colleagues from the FAS 
were in Moscow to discuss the proposal 
when they were briefed on Cosmos 1900. 
(The proposed ban would not affect the use 
of nuclear-powered thermal generators, 
which use the decay heat of plutonium-238, 
for the propulsion systems of deep-space 
missions, such as the upcoming U.S. Galileo 
and Ulyssees probes.) On 13 September, 
Representative George Brown (D-CA) in- 
troduced legislation that would prohibit 
launching U.S. reactors into orbit as long as 
the Soviet Union also desisted. 

A prime target of the proposed ban is the 
the SP-100. Because it would be far more 
powerful and operate considerably longer 

than the reactors used to power the ROR- 
SATS, it would accumulate much higher 
levels of radioactive products-at least 150 
times the amount of long-lived isotopes, 
according to calculations by Stephen After- 
good of the Los Angeles-based Committee 
to Bridge the Gap. 

Satellites   owe red bv the SP-100s are. 
however, expected to be placed in relatively 
high orbits, which means that they should 
remain in space for several hundred years 
and their radioactivity would consequently 
decay to low levels before they reenter the 
atmosphere. The defense department has 
not ruled out placing the reactors in low 
orbit, however, and critics of space nuclear 
power point out that malfunctions and colli- 
sions with space debris could send them 
back to Earth prematurely. 

Dennis Bitz, assistant secretary for space 
and defense power systems in the Depart- 
ment of Energy, testified last week before a 
Senate energy subcommittee that even if an 
SP-100 were to reenter the atmosphere in- 
tact, it is designed to remain in one piece 
and "bury itself upon impact in soil or 
pavement." This would confine the radioac- 
tivity, rather than disperse it in the atmo- 
sphere, as happens when the Soviet reactors 
come down, Bitz said. 
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sphere intact, broke up, and scattered pieces 
of radioactive debris across northern Cana- 
da. Relatively large fragments survived be- 
cause they were protected by the reactor's 
heat shield; jettisoning the core early in the 
reentry process should prevent this from 
happening with Cosmos 1900-if the trig- 
gering mechanism works properly. 

Daniel Hirsch, a professor of nuclear poli- 
cy at the University of California at Santa 
Cruz, who was one of the scientists briefed 
about Cosmos 1900 by Soviet officials, says 
that although radio contact has been lost, 
the spacecraft is apparently functioning nor- 
mally and the reactor is still operating. This 
is unfortunate. According to Hirsch, the 
Soviet officials said that the reactor would 
automatically separate from the satellite and 
be boosted into a higher orbit if electrical 
power were disrupted, or reactor pressure 
were lost, or the spacecraft started tumbling. 

Cosmos 1900 is one of a series of Radar 
Ocean Reconnaissance Satellites, or ROR- 
SATS, that the Soviets use to track U.S. 
warships. They are placed in low orbits in 
order to obtain close-up radar images, but 
this means that they experience some atmo- 
spheric drag and their orbits decay relatively 
rapidly. Consequently, the RORSATS re- 
turn to Earth a few weeks after launch. 

The RORSATS are the onlv satellites 
with nuclear reactors currently being 

Fetal Research Morally CCAcceptable" 
"Is an induced abortion of moral relevance 
to the decision to use human fetal tissue for 
research?" Robert Windom, assistant secre- 
tary for health, asked a federal advisory 
panel on fetal research. The panel met last 
week at the National Institutes of Health to 
study the legal and ethical issues that pertain 
to the use of tissues from dead fetuses. 

The panel, chaired by retired federal judge 
Arlin Adams, had a tough time with this key 
question and never answered yes or no. 
However, after 3 days of hearings, the 19 of 
the 21 panelists voted yes to the proposition 
that the use of fetal tissue in biomedical 
research and therapy is "acceptable" and 
should be allowed to proceed if certain 
guidelines are adhered to. Some even argued 
that, in light of the potential benefits of fetal 
research to victims of Parkinson's disease, 
diabetes, paralysis, AIDS, and other dis- 
eases, investigators have a moral obligation 
to conduct studies with fetal tissue for the 
benefit of humanity. 

The fetal research panel was convened 
after Windom issued a moratorium on all 
federally funded work on tissue taken from 
fetuses after an induced abortion. It met just 

days after the White House attempted a 
preemptive strike in this controversial area 
by deciaring that the President might simply 
ban all fetal research outright by means of an 
executive order (Science, 16 September, p. 
1423). 

The panel, whose members required in- 
formal White House approval, included 
people who are committed to a pro-life, 
antiabortion philosophy that includes oppo- 
sition to any use of tissue obtained from 
what they see as an unequivocally immoral 
act.  he panel also had membirs, Judge 
Adams among them, who are known oppo- 
nents of abortion but are open to discussion 
about the use of tissue from a fetus once it is 
dead. 

The panel heard gripping testimony from 
more than a dozen researchers and remesen- 
tatives of health groups about the benefits 
that might be expected from fetal research- 
an area that is poised for expansion. Only a 
couple of pro-life advocates came to the 
hearing to argue the case against. And in the 
end, nearly everyone was persuaded that if 
ethical guidelines are observed, the use of 
fetal tissue should be allowed. (Judge Ad- 
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ams voted with the majority.) Specific 
guidelines are still being craf?ed. The panel 
is expected to meet again next month and 
will submit its findings to the government 
by 1 December. 

A White House spokesman has already 
responded to the panel's initial finding by 

saying, 'The President has decided he wants 
to take some step to limit the use of federal 
funds in this area. He will weigh advice from 
panels but ultimately the President will de- 
cide." For the moment, a moratorium re- 
mains in place and the outcome is uncertain. 

B m  J. CULLITON 

China Bans Panda Loans 
The Chinese government announced last 
week that it has suspended short-term loans 
of giant pandas to the United States. The 
move is an apparent response to mounting 
criticism, mostly from Western conservation 
groups, that the loans are jeopardizing the 
future of this critically endangered animal. A 
lawsuit earlier this year by two Western 
groups brought the issue to a head. The 
Chinese ban, which also applies to the en- 
dangered golden monkey, is temporary. 

Until now the Chinese have staunchly 
defended the loans, which began as a good- 
will gesture in 1984. They say the loans raise 
public awareness of the panda's plight and 
provide much-needed money for conserva- 
tion. Only about 1000 giant pandas are left 
in the wild, all in the mountains of eastern- 
most China, and 100 or so are in captivity. 

But since 1984 the short-term loans have 
proliferated as more and more Western zoos 
clamor for pandas. For zoos these exhibits 
are undeniably lucrative, bringing in per- 
haps several million dollars in additional 
admission fees and sales of soft drinks, T- 
shirts, and other novelties. A portion of that, 
up to about half a million dollars per loan, 
goes back to China for panda conservation. 

There were five short-term loans to West- 
em zoos last year; this year some 30 institu- 
tions have been negotiating with the Chi- 

nese for panda loans. 
that the loans are intended for 

commercial gain and not for the good of the 
species, World Wildlife Fund and the Amer- 
ican Association of Zoological Parks and 
Aquariums sued the federal government in 
May to tq to block the exhibit of two 
pandas at the Toledo Zoo (Research News, 
29 July, p. 529). The case is pending. 

The two groups maintain that the loans 
interfere with captive breeding efforts, 
which are essential if the species is to sur- 
vive. Many of the pandas sent on tour, 
including the two now at the Toledo Zoo, 
are of prime breeding age, in violation of 
China's stated policy of sending only non- 
breeding animals. 
ALL dong, the Chinese have maintained 

that they loan out their treasured pandas 
only in response to intense pressure fiom 
western z&s and politicians.-Mayor Koch 
lobbied for last year's loan at the Bronx Zoo; 
Jimmy Carter put in a good word for the 
Atlanta Zoo when he was in Beijing. 

As part of their new, tougher s&ce on 
panda loans, the Chinese government has 
just rebed  to extend the Toledo Zoo loan 
for a second 100 davs. Thus. the two con- 
troversial pandas are heading home to the 
breeding facility at the Wolong Reserve. 

China's goodwill ambassador. A hold on  loam to U.S .  zoos. 
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Radon Survev Seen as 
Misleading b i  
Some Scientists 
The release last week by the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) of a survey of 
indoor radon concentrations has stirred dif- 
ferent reactions among the public and in 
scientific circles. The public learned fiom the 
media that the hazard of radon-related lung 
cancer is more severe and more widespread 
than EPA scientists had thought. Some sci- 
entists are saying it isn't so. "I'm appalled at 
the way the EPA is doing it," says Anthony 
Nero of the Lawrence Berkeley Laboratory, 
'They're grossly misrepresenting their own 
data." 

The data involved are measurements of 
the radioactive gas radon made in a total of 
22,600 homes in 17 states during the past 
two winters. In conducting the surveys, the 
states, with EPA assistance, exposed char- 
coal canisters in selected houses and mea- 
sured the amount of radon retained bv the 
charcoal. The space chosen was the lowkt in 
the house, often the basement. 

In releasing the new results, the EPA said 
that it intentionally designed the survey "to 
obtain measurements of the highest detect- 
able radon levels." During the winter, closed 
windows trap more of the radon seeping 
through house foundations, and often the 
lowest space was the basement, the room 
closest to the source of radon. The resulting 
inflated concentrations of radon would as- 
sist the states in identifying areas of excep- 
tional indoor concentrations to be targeted 
in subsequent work. Those homeowners in 
the survey who were informed that their 
readings were relatively low would also 
know that they probably have no problem 
to correct. 

What the EPA did not manage to get 
across to the public was that suchscree& 
surveys are n&ly useless in determining the 
prevalence of radon health hazards (Science, 
29 April, p. 606). The intentionally inflated 
readings highlight problem regions and 
screen out the potential problem houses, but 
thev are no measure of occu~ants' radon 
exdosure, the likelihood of l k g  cancer be- 
ing proportional to exposure. 

Among the printed materials provided to 
the press, the only clear enunciation of this 
limitation came in footnotes to the two 
maps presenting survey results. "Note: 
These results represent screening measure- 
ments," they read, "and should not be used 
to estimate annual averages or health risks." 
The c o b i o n  was inevitably compounded 
by the joint release of the radon survey 
results with a national radon health advisory 
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