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LETTERS

DNA Evidence

The legal system has been somewhat par-
alyzed by the appearance of a raging con-
troversy over the statistical aspect of fo-
rensic DNA typing (1). The letter of D. L.
Hartl and R. C. Lewontin (23 Apr., p.
473) continues the debate by creating the
impression that a frequency estimate that
might be off by a factor of 10 or 100 in the
1:1,000,000 range would have a meaning-
ful impact in a given case. DNA evidence
is rarely the major component of the
prosecution’s evidence.

Hartl and Lewontin find support in an
“informal” telephone survey by Charles
Taylor. The survey was actually conducted
for another case (2) that did not involve
the Federal Bureau of Investigation. The
DNA evidence was admitted in spite of the
“informal” survey. The survey did not play
arole in the decision in the case mentioned
by Hartl and Lewontin (3). In subsequent
cases, trial judges have not admitted the
survey as evidence (4). The survey has
proved to be such an insignificant source of
information that defense attorneys have
long since stopped using it.

Hartl and Lewontin claim support for their
current position with the assertion that four
superior courts “have ruled that convictions
based on faulty statistics be set aside.” Their
reference 3 describes those cases as Bamey/
Howard and Breadmore and Lanigan. None of
these convictions has been “set aside.” Both
Barney and Howard will continue to spend a
substantial part of their natural lives in prison.
Their convictions were affirmed because there
was more than enough evidence in addition
to the DNA estimates to support their guilt.
As for Breadmore and Lanigan, the appellate
review of their trial court admissibility hear-
ings took place before the trials. Because they
had not been convicted, their convictions
could not have been “set aside,” as Hartl
and Lewontin assert. The cases were re-
manded for additional admissibility hear-
ings. Lanigan’s hearing was held, and the
DNA evidence was again ruled admissible
on 5 January 1993.

Hartl and Lewontin’s misuse of legal
history to bolster their scientific opinions
will only guarantee more contentiousness
and controversy.

Rockne P. Harmon

District Attorney’s Office,

Alameda County, Oakland Branch,
661 Washington,

Oakland, CA 94607
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Dioxin’s Effects

I would like to amend a comment cited in
Richard Stone’s Research News article
about dioxin (2 Apr., p. 31). When I said
that the data “don’t support the idea
of a general threshold for dioxin's ef-
fects,” I meant that in the context of
Ah-receptor-mediated responses to diox-
ins, that is, induction of CYP1AA can-
not be shown to have a threshold. How-
ever, I and many other European toxicol-
ogists do not share Linda Birnbaum’s view
that the adverse effects of dioxins (for
example, tumor induction) might not
have a threshold.

The fact that I share Birnbaum’s reluc-
tance to speculate on future decisions by
the regulators depends more on the uncer-
tainty of the importance of new data com-
ing up, indicating possible effects on, for
example, the immune system at lower doses
than hitherto demonstrated.

Ulf G. Ahlborg

Institute of Environmental Medicine,
Karolinska Institutet,

Box 60208,

S-104 01 Stockholm, Sweden
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Alvin and Deep Ocean Research

The article, “Deep-sea debate pits Alvin
against Jason” by John Travis (News &
Comment, 12 Mar., p. 1534) obfuscates an
ongoing dialog about the future of deep
submergence science by suggesting that the
use of manned or unmanned vehicles in the
abyss is an either/or situation. In more than
25 years of service to the oceanographic
sciences, the manned submersible Alvin
has provided investigators with a capability
to carry out controlled, manipulative, and
interactive tasks in the deep ocean. Alvin
has been, and still is, critical to advances in
biological, chemical, and geological ocean-
ography. A recent call for letters of interest
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in the continued use of Alvin resulted in
requests for more than 1300 dives in the
1994 and 1995 field seasons at sites around
the globe.

Remotely operated vehicles (ROVs)
and autonomous .underwater vehicles
(AUVs) have developed to the point
where they can be used as superb fine-scale
imaging and mapping tools. The high-
resolution data acquired by ROVs make it
possible, for the first time, to completely
image patterns and relationships created
by biological and physical processes on a
local scale (meters to kilometers). Rather
than diminish Alvin’s productivity, these
vehicles can enhance it by creating a
well-constrained framework into which a
manned submarine can be placed to max-
imize its unique potential.

The challenge now is to devise an
investigative strategy that best integrates
the complete range of deep submergence
assets available to an interdisciplinary re-
search community. A long-term, program-
matic commitment is necessary to ensure
the continued development of deep sub-
mergence facilities and the implementa-
tion of a wide range of scientific experi-

PY2()

Monoclonal
Anti-Phosphotyrosine

Superior Antibody for:
= Western Blots
= Immunoprecipitation
= Cell Staining

438 Carlton Court,

S. San Francisco, CA 94080
Customer Service: (800) §74-4494
FAX: (415) 871-4499

Circle No. 14 on Readers’ Service Card

ments that will increase our understanding

of the physical and biological processes of
the deep ocean.

Paul J. Fox

Graduate School of Oceanography,

University of Rhode Island,

Kingston, RI 02882

Craig E. Dorman

Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution,

Woods Hole, MA 02543
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The Future of IBM Research

Although IBM’s physical sciences department
is undergoing difficult and painful change, the
comments made by David Freedman in his
article “A clouded future for IBM research”
(News & Comment, 23 Apr., p. 480) exag-
gerate the complexities that often accompany
transitory periods. Freedman does not discuss
the many new avenues being pursued by IBM
Research to maximize their effectiveness in
the parallel worlds of science and technology.
A striking example is the Joint Study Pro-
gram where, during these times of shrinking
resources, IBM remains strongly committed
to collaborative research efforts with other
institutions.

When I left IBM Research in 1992 (for
personal and career reasons and not, as im-
plied in the article, because of a decrease in
funding), senior IBM manager Stephan von
Molnar was eager to formally establish a joint
research program with the University of Cal-
ifornia at Santa Barbara. This relatively new
interaction on the physics of novel nanostruc-
tures has already enjoyed considerable suc-
cess—both parties have actively contributed
to results that would have been difficult if not
impossible to have achieved independently.
In addition, IBM has supported students who
are being trained in modermn experimental
techniques for technologically important ar-
eas, such as optical and magnetic spectro-
scopies in semiconductor structures.

The desired goal is being realized when
IBM employees leave the company to join
academic institutions, yet continue collab-
orations with IBM. Far from indicating
“moral devastation” (a phrase I did not
use), these new strategies for research are
consistent with hope for and belief in an
exciting future.

David D. Awschalom
Department of Physics,
University of California,
Santa Barbara, CA 93106

Strangers in the Woodpile

In my 76 years, I have seen the ascribed
causes of various diseases drift and flicker
like smoke from Indian summer fires. 1





