Tritium from Russia

Harold M. Agnew (Editorial, 13 Sept., p.
1475) has proposed that the United States
buy annually from Russia the supply of tri-
tium expected to be needed for U.S. nuclear
weapons in about 10 to 12 years and argues
that this approach would be substantially
cheaper than either the accelerator ap-
proach to producing tritium or its produc-
tion in commercial-type light-water power
reactors in the United States.

[ agree and, as a result of discussions with
responsible Russian officials, believe that
one can satisfy U.S. need for tritium in this
way at about one-tenth the cost of domestic
production.

Furthermore, by carrying one produc-
tion design through to detailed planning
and obtaining requisite permits, one an-
swers possible concerns about a sudden
cutoff of the supply of Russian tritium, in
view of the buffer provided by the 12.3-
year half-life of existing tritium stocks. |
have studied tritium production options
for the Department of Energy, and these
are my personal conclusions.

Gustave K. Kohn (Letters, 25 Oct., p.
481) gives no indication of the cost of triti-
um production by low-voltage glow dis-
charge, if indeed tritium is produced by such
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an approach. The world price of tritium is

some $2 per curie, and Kohn tells us that 5

kilowatts for “hundreds of hours” produces

“10’s of nanocuries.” If we assume the dura-

tion is 400 hours and that the “tens” are 30,

then we see that 2000 kilowatt-hours ($100

at $0.05 per kilowatt-hour) produces 30

nanocuries, for a cost of $3 billion per curie.

Although the reactor approach and the

accelerator may be 10 times more costly

than buying tritium from Russia, a factor of
a billion is out of sight.
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Misconduct Annotations

An 18 October ScienceScope item (p. 331)
“Societies back Fisher” discusses the civil
litigation between Bernard Fisher and the
U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services. The piece suggests incorrectly that
annotations on listings in the electronic
databases Medline, Cancerlit, and Physicians’
Data Query implied that Fisher had com-
mitted misconduct. There was no such im-

plication. These annotations derived from
the Office of Research Integrity’s (ORI’s)
final finding that scientific misconduct had
been committed by Roger Poisson, a re-
searcher who contributed data to the Na-
tional Surgical Adjuvant Breast and Bowel
Project (NSABP). The purpose of the an-
notations (which said, “scientific miscon-
duct—data to be reanalyzed” and similar
language) was to flag for the attention of
the research community those articles that
were based on NSABP data and that could
have been affected by Poisson’s contami-
nated data. As Judge Ricardo M. Urbina
concluded (1), the annotated database en-
tries were not about Fisher, but about the
research underlying the articles. The agen-
cies wanted the scientific community to be
on notice that Poisson’s misconduct, which
had been confirmed, might have affected
the validity of some of the articles.

The ScienceScope item also suggests
that Judge Urbina ordered the removal of
the annotations. This is only part of the
story. The annotations were placed during
the summer of 1994. However, when Fish-
er’s attorneys complained about them in
February 1995, the National Cancer Insti-
tute and ORI agreed to remove the “scien-
tific misconduct” portion of the annota-
tions. Without waiting for implementation
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