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Polymer Publishing

[ am concerned about the ranking in the
Random Samples item “Top ten in materials
science, 1990-1994” (20 Oct., p. 379). How
can the Random Samples table be so differ-
ent from that of the 1995 National Research
Council (NRC) report “Research-Doctorate
Programs in the United States: Continuity
and Change” (1)? Both studies cover similar
periods and use the same database.

The Random Samples table is based on a
study performed by the Institute for Scien-
tific Information (ISI) and is a portion of the
information in a piece in ISI’s Science Watch
(2), whose editor, Christopher King, was
kind enough to send me information about
the database. According to King, the Science
Watch article is based on “approximately 150
[SI-indexed journals of materials science and
metallurgy.” Many of the premier journals in
the polymer field are missing from the ISI-
indexed journals for materials science. There
is an ISI-indexed listing for polymer science,
but polymer science does not appear to be
considered as materials science by ISI.

Theannualvolumetricproductionof poly-
meric materials exceeds that of all metals
and ceramics, and some of the nation’s larg-
est materials companies produce exclusively
polymers.

The subtitle in the Random Sample cor-
rectly states that “Citations matter.” It
would help if the citations for materials
science were based on the entire field.

Richard John Farris
Head, Polymer Science and
Engineering Department,
University of Massachusetts,

Ambherst, MA 01003, USA

References

1. Research-Doctorate Programs in the United States:
Continuity and Change (National Research Council,
Washington, DC, 1995).

2. Sci. Watch 6, 9 (1995).

]
Smoke and Rainforests

The Random Samples item “Burning ques-
tions” (20 Oct., p. 379) about SCAR-B (for
smoke, cloud, and radiation in Brazil), a
major study of smoke from biomass burning
in Brazil, emphasizes measurements taken
from the air and space by investigators from
the University of Washington. Ground
measurements are essential to understand-
ing the attenuation and scattering of sun-
light that reaches the ground.

Brent Holben from NASA’s Goddard
Space Flight Center led a team of university
and independent workets who conducted a
wide range of such ground studies. On some
days the smoke from distant fires attenuated

as much as 80% of the solar ultraviolet-B
and more than 30% of visible light at 500
nanometers from the ground. Portions of
the ecologically sensitive Pantanal, a
swampy region with an abundant popula-
tion of birds and other wildlife, were under
thick smoke for several days during our stay.

The University of Wyoming participat-
ed in SCAR-B by launching balloon dust-
sondes. The Brazilian Institute for Space
Research (INPE) was a major participant in
SCAR-B. INPE scientists flew at least one
research aircraft, launched numerous ozone-
sondes, made ground measurements of
ozone and UV-B, and provided facilities for
U.S. researchers.

Forrest M. Mims 111

Sun Photometer Atmospheric Network
(SPAN),

433 Twin Oak Road,

Seguin, TX 78155, USA
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Local Chinooks

Lisa Busch does a good job of explaining a
thorny fisheries,management problem in her
article “Scientific dispute at center of legal
battle over salmon catch” (News & Com-
ment, 15 Sept., p. 1507), but to state that
“over 80% of Alaska’s commercial chinook
catch ... comes from streams in Washing-
ton, Oregon, or British Columbia” is mis-
leading. That may be true of Southeast Alas-
ka, but the Southeast produces only about a
third of Alaska’s commercial chinook catch,
which this year totaled nearly 530,000 fish.
Most of the chinooks landed in the other
parts of the state were of local origin. (Some
fish taken in the Yukon River originate in
Yukon headwaters in Canada.)

To further give perspective to the issue,
it is noteworthy that the whole chinook
catch this year comprised only about a quar-
ter of 1% of Alaska’s all-species catch of
200 million salmon. Practically all of those
fish originated in Alaska’s own streams.

Terry L. Johnson
Sea Grant Marine Advisory Program,
University of Alaska,
Post Office Box 1549,
Dillingham, AK 99576, USA

Hydrolytic Destruction of
Nerve Agents

A Random Samples item in the issue of 4
August (“Refining a toxin breaker,” p. 637)
states that the exact chemical structure of
the active site in phosphotriesterase has
been worked out. That is an achievement
worthy of salute. The item goes on to sug-
gest that enzymatic hydrolysis might some-
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day be used to destroy stockpiles of obsolete
nerve gas, “for which the best option is now
incineration.”

There are problems with this statement.
First, the nerve agents are liquids, not gases.
Second, opinions differ as to whether incin-
eration is the best option; although the
engineering is excellent, the U.S. incinera-
tion plan is expensive and politically un-
popular. It is vigorously opposed by many
would-be neighbors of planned nerve agent
incineration plants. And finally, it is un-
clear that enzymatic hydrolysis of the nerve
agents would be superior to other methods
of hydrolysis. The dreadful nerve agent VX
undergoes facile uncatalyzed hydrolysis dur-
ing weeks at ambient temperature (1). An-
other nerve agent, Sarin, is hydrolyzed
readily by aqueous sodium hydroxide. Hy-
drolysis of 1400 tons of Sarin would form
two rather strong acids: 200 tons of hy-
drofluoric acid and 1380 tons of monoiso-
propyl methylphosphonate; they probably
would need to be neutralized before further
treatment, and sodium hydroxide might
well be the alkali of choice for that purpose.

Joseph F. Bunnett
Department of Chemistry,
University of California,

Santa Crug, CA 95064, USA
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Depicting Epidemiology

As president of the International Society for
Environmental Epidemiology, I have been
asked by our Board of Councillors to write
concerning the Special News Report by
Gary Taubes “Epidemiology faces its limits”
(14 July, p. 164). At our recent annual meet-
ing in the Netherlands, members noted that
many good points were raised in the article,
but that it focused primarily on problems.
Environmental epidemiology seeks to
identify human evidence for health effects
of exposures affecting large segments of the
population. In doing so, it must run the
gauntlet between crying wolf and procrasti-
nation in reaching conclusions about real
health risks affecting large numbers of peo-
ple. In view of the size of affected popula-
tions and the high cost of interventions to
reduce exposure, epidemiological studies
have been, are now, and always will be
controversial. The real problems of epide-
miology are compounded when the findings
and opinions of epidemiologists are distort-
ed or quoted out of context. We suggest
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that a more balanced approach would be to

publish an article which presents the

strengths and achievements of environmen-
tal epidemiology.

Allan H. Smith

Department of Epidemiology,

University of California,

Berkeley, CA 94720, USA
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Science Professionals in Spain

In 1992, a large number of young Spanish
scientists in postdoctoral training abroad
were attracted back to Spain by a national
program that offered 3-year contracts asso-
ciated with granted research projects. How-
ever, the Spanish government has decided
not to extend those contracts, apparently
forgetting the reason why those people were
attracted back. Permanent or nonperma-
nent positions offered by the universities or
the Council for Scientific Research (CSIC)
are scarce and mostly determined by friend-
ship rather than by scientific criteria.

Spain cannot afford to waste time and
money invested in our training, but this
may happen because most of us are consid-
ering going abroad.

In view of this situation, we call for a

dignified, professional career, adequately paid,
that would secure continuity of employment
after regular assessments. We propose:

1) The removal of the 3-year limit on
hiring contracts, as well as the reinstatement
of those researchers already unemployed due
to the termination of their contracts.

2) The creation of a position of re-
searcher, not civil servant, with a 5-year
contract that could be extended on the
basis of professional performance. Research-
ers would have total independence in set-
ting their research priorities, should be able
to participate in more than one research
project—even as main researcher, and be
allowed to supervise the training of pre- and
postdoctoral personnel. This figure is simi-
lar to that of other countries. It has been
considered by some members of CSIC and
has also been contemplated in the first draft
of the bill for updating the University Re-
form Law (LRU).

3) The creation of enough long term
positions, in a sustained manner in accor-
dance with training initiatives, to secure
the incorporation of this group of research-
ers into the scientific system in Spain.

Cecilia Gotor*

Department Bioquimica Vegetal y
Biologia Molecular,

Universidad de Sevilla,

Faculty Quimica, Apartado Correos 553,
41080-Sevilla, Spain

Luis C. Romero*

Instituto Recursos Naturales

y Agrobiologia de Sevilla,

Consejo Superior de

Investigaciones Cientificas,

Apartado Correos 1052,

41080-Sevilla, Spain

*Representing 252 other signators.
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Heso-no-0: A Gift

We read with great interest “Umbilical
cords: Turning garbage into clinical gold”
by Clare Thompson (Research News, 12
May, p. 805), which indicated that umbili-
cal cord blood is a valuable source for blood
transplantation because it contains many
stem cells and can be stored. We would like
to propose one more useful application of
umbilical cords. It is a traditional custom for
Japanese parents to keep their baby’s um-
bilical cord stumps (Heso-no-O). When an
umbilical cord falls from a baby, it is pre-
served under dryness, put in a tiny box, and
handed to the parents, so that they can
keep the mummified tissue as long as they
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