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GAO Questions
Census Adjustment

Nearly a year after the 1990
census was undertaken, debate
continues over whether to ad-
just the numbers to remedy the
chronic problem of under-
counting, which affects minor-
ity groups and the poor in par-
ticular (Science, 18 May 1990,
p- 807). Commerce Secretary
Robert Mosbacher, prodded by
lawsuits from local governments
who stand to lose federal money
if their districts are under-
counted, has until 15 July to
decide whether to order an ad-
justment. His decision may be
made easier by a recent report
from the General Accounting
Office (GAO)* that emphasizes

*“Estimating Census Accuracy—A
Complex Task,” U.S. General Ac-
counting Office, March 1991, GAO/
GGC-91-42.

the technical difficulties.

Any adjustment would be
calculated from the results of a
recent “post-enumeration sur-
vey” of 150,000 randomly se-
lected households, which would
be compared to the original
enumeration to determine how
many people were missed the
first time around. But GAO has
found that such surveys have
problems of their own.

When GAO reviewed 1988
“dress rehearsals” of the survey,
it found that 11% of the house-
holds in its sample provided in-
formation that conflicted with
data they had supplied in a pre-
vious enumeration. Such dis-
crepancies, states the report,
would likely lead to inflated es-
timates of the undercount. A St.
Louis dress rehearsal, for ex-
ample, indicated an undercount
of 5.8%, but the figure dropped
to 4.6% when data from bad
matches were excluded.

Supporters of an adjustment
say the GAO findings “lack con-
text.” Carnegie-Mellon statistics
professor Stephen Fienberg, for

example, argues that adjustment
dress rehearsals were done “on
the cheap” and that their short-
comings have been corrected.
An aide to the House panel over-
seeing the census adds that con-
servative assumptions could min-
imize the exaggeration, so an
adjustment could still improve
the accuracy of the overall count.

Slugging It Out Over
Left-handed Mortality

After touching off a storm of
publicity with their surprising
finding that left-handers, on av-
erage, die 9 years younger than
right-handers, two psychologists
are feeling the backlash.

From a survey of the relatives
of 987 dead people, Stanley
Coren of the University of Brit-
ish Columbia and Diane Hal-
pern of the University of South-
ern California discovered that
the mean age at death for those
said to be right-handed was 75;
for left-handers, it was 66. The
researchers published their
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study in Psychological Bulletin
(Science, 15 February, p. 742),
but widespread publicity came
only after they described their
findings in a letter in the 4 April
New England Journal of Medi-
cine.

Coren and Halpern have said
they themselves were astounded
at the magnitude of the result.
Other observers are skeptical of
the discrepancy as well as of the
researchers’ explanations for it.
Actuary Richard Labombarde
of Washington, D.C. says the
researchers’ data are inadequate
to support their conclusions,
and he thinks left-handedness
among older people was prob-
ably underreported. National
Cancer Institute epidemiologist
Patricia Harge goes further, as-
serting that the study’s method
of statistical analysis is “wrong.”
She believes the results are con-
founded by the fact that—for
whatever reasons—left-handed-
ness is much more prevalent
among younger people. That
means people who die young are
more likely to be left-handed
than those who die old. But that
reveals nothing about the mor-
tality risk posed by sinistrality.

Coren and Halpern are stick-
ing to their guns. According to
Coren, older left-handers are
more rather than less likely to
be reported as such because left-
handedness used to be a big
cause for concern. And, the au-
thors say, attempts to change
handedness are usually unsuc-
cessful. They think their find-
ings, far from being a statistical
quirk, reflect the real hazards of
being a leftie—the chief ones
being more accident-proneness
and greater susceptibility to
some immune deficiences.

Coren, meanwhile, has found
that his topic has other risks:
Some left-handers have been
so angered by his findings that
they’ve phoned in death threats.

How About Men
Only for Mars?

The surface of Venus is host
to an exclusive female club. The
International Astronomical
Union’s (IAU) committee on
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nomenclature has decreed
that—with one exception—
only goddesses and famous
women can lend their names to
features on the love goddess’s
planet, whose craters, calderas,
and mountains immortalize lu-
minaries from Helen of Troy to
Christa McAuliffe.

Now the club is expanding,
thanks to the mapping efforts of
the NASA spacecraft Magellan,
which is turning up new fea-
tures every time it zips around
the planet. The IAU is looking
for about 4000 new names, ac-
cording to this month’s Final
Frontier magazine. No live
women need apply: Those im-
mortalized must be dead at least
3 years. Suggestions can be sent
to Venus Names, Magellan
Project Office, Mail Stop 230-
201, Jet Propulsion Laboratory,
4800 Oak Grove Drive, Pasa-
dena, California 91109.

And who’s the exception?
Physicist James Clerk Maxwell,
whose mountain was named be-
fore IAU’s feminist decree. Be-
cause of his importance, the
union is letting him stay. And
wouldn’t you know it: The
mountain named after him is
the tallest on the planet.

Animal Rights Food
Groups

You may have seen the news
last month about a radical re-
vamping of the United States
Department of Agriculture’s
(USDA) “four food groups”
proposed by a physicians’
group. And you might have
noticed that the recommended
diet contained no mention of
animal protein—not even fish
or dairy products.

But what you wouldn’t know,
at least from the coverage of its
8 April press conference in The
New York Times, was that the
group—the Physicians Com-
mittee for Responsible Medi-
cine—is closely allied with ani-
mal rights organizations.

“Since physicians are not
noted for leading the nutrition
charge, what this group had to
say was all the more remarka-
ble,” the Times food writer in-
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Back to the wheel. Politics as well as science seem to keep the area
of nutrition a permanent battlefield. The Department of Agriculture
recently reorganized its “food wheel” into a pyramid (above) to
represent its recommended eating priorities more graphically. But
meat and dairy industries raised a ruckus, saying the chart
“stigmatized” their products by placing them too near the ogres of fat
and sugar. The pyramid was to be publicized later in the spring but

has now been withdrawn.

nocently noted. But even though
few nutrition experts have heard
of the committee, many scien-
tists are familiar with the group
and its leader, Neal Barnard, a
psychiatrist who acts as a medical
adviser to People for the Ethical
Treatment of Animals (PETA).
Like PETA, the physicians’ com-
mittee has devoted most of its
energy to opposing the use of
animals in research.

In keeping with this focus,
the physicians’ group—which
claims 3000 members—en-
dorses a diet based on whole
grains, vegetables, legumes, and
fruits, even for infants and preg-
nant women. Milk and meat
“are simply not necessary in the
human diet,” says the group’s
nutritionist, Virginia Messina,
formerly of George Washing-
ton University’s health service.

Other experts disagree. Alicia
Moag-Stahlberg, a nutritionist
at Northwestern University
Medical School, says it is “po-
tentially dangerous” to swear off
meat, fish, and dairy products. It
is “very, very difficult for the
average person to plan a healthy
vegetarian diet,” she says.

Crowded Dial

The music of the spheres is in-
creasingly being drowned by
the din of radio programs, com-
munications satellites, and even
garage door openers (see Sci-
ence, 15 March 1991, p. 1316).
Radio astronomers have gone

on the offensive in a new re-
port* from the National Acad-
emy of Sciences, arguing that
they can ill afford to lose any
more ground to commercial
radio broadcasts.

“There is tremendous pres-
sure to expand the use of de-
vices operating at radio frequen-
cies,” says astronomer Marcus
Price of the University of New
Mexico, chairman of the com-
mittee that produced the re-
port. “We want to make sure
that the bands currently allo-
cated [for radio astronomy]
continue to receive protection.”

Among the group’s recom-
mendations is the creation of a
“lunar quiet zone” on the far
side of the moon for future ra-
dio observatories or communi-
cations links. They also call for
protection of radio frequencies
important for studying pulsars,
and urge that radio astrono-
mers around the world be allo-
cated the same frequencies so
that radio telescopes can be
coupled by very long baseline
interferometry.

Astronomers will soon find
out ifanyone is tuned in to their
pleas: The 1992 World Admin-
istrative Radio Conference will
focus on global frequency allo-
cations.

*“Views of the Committee on Radio
Frequencies Concerning Frequency
Allocations for the Passive Services.”

Thier to Head
Brandeis

Samuel O. Thier, head of the
Institute of Medicine (IOM) of
the National Academy of Sci-
ences since 1985, has agreed to
become the next president of
Brandeis University

ber, says Waterfall, Thier, 53,
agreed to a second 5-year term
if the academy “would get all of
IOM under one roof.” The
academy is now consolidating
operations from three buildings
into a large waterfront office on
the Potomac.

But Thier is leav-

starting in October.
He’ll succeed Eve-
lyn E. Handler, who
resigned last year.
Thier’s departure
from IOM “was a
surprise even to
me,” says Wallace
Waterfall, IOM’s
director of commu-
nications and a per-
sonal friend of
Thier. Last Octo-

Samuel O. Thier

ing anyway—end-
ing an agonizing 9-
month search at fi-
nancially troubled
Brandeis. Thier is
credited with hav-
ing attracted large
amounts of money
to the IOM, and
Brandeis officials
are no doubt hop-
ing for some of the
same medicine.

Leah Roberts
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