Can Measles Be Eradicated?

My concern with the present public
policy surrounding the new virus vac-
cines compels me to discuss the follow-
ing dangerous practices as they apply
to measles. Public authorities are man-
dating measles vaccine. Yet it is ac-
cepted, I believe, that (i) passenger vi-
ruses are hard to detect in the labora-
tory; (ii) the final test of vaccine
safety is in the field; and (iii) the field
trials should contain controls. In view
of the possible role of viruses in human
cancer, chronic central nervous system
disease, and autoimmune disease, can
one be certain that passenger viruses
would show their effect within 1 month
after inoculation? Yet, to the best of
my knowledge, that is the approximate
duration of controlled field trials of
measles vaccine in the United States.

The purpose of advocating vaccina-
tion against measles now seems to be
to “eradicate” the disease. If eradica-
tion implies a vaccination campaign
of limited duration which, once accom-
plished, will never have to be repeated,
the concept is illusory unless thorough
vaccination is carried out simultaneous-
ly throughout the world. If vaccination
does not protect forever, then vacci-
nated persons who escape natural in-
fection will become susceptible. Unless
the persons are revaccinated, this is a
dangerous state of affairs if the virus
is not completely eradicated.

For those vaccines which war-
rant general use, the ideal arrangement,
I believe, would be (i) field trials of
more adequate size and duration; fol-
lowed by (i) gradual introduction of
the vaccine into the general popula-
tion as confidence in its use grows
with experience; at the same time the
vaccinated should be observed so that
the effectiveness of the vaccine can be
assessed.

There are two reasons for my con-
cern. I had thought that those respon-
sible would surely. be agreed that con-
trolled field trials of short duration are
inadequate unless the disease in ques-
tion is so malignant and common that
vaccine safety is secondary. Yet one
reads about “eradicating” mumps with

26 MAY 1967

Letters

a new vaccine whose controlled field

trials lasted only 2 weeks (7). The sec-

ond reason is that physicians are sub-
jected to unwarranted pressure to con-
form to hurried mass use of products
they question. This pressure is the re-
sult of the “public education” fostered
by official health agencies, which pre-
sents a one-sided view of the bad ef-
fects of measles, the feasibility of gen-
uine eradication, and the safety of the
vaccine. Pressure also comes from state-
ments like that of a prominent Public
Health Service official who has said
that health officers who allow measles
epidemics to go unchecked, that is, do
not use vaccine en masse, are delin-
quent in their duties. If a physician has
serious doubts as to the safety or neces-
sity of a procedure, his responsibility
to his patients cannot be abrogated by
a public authority in so controversial
a matter. Under these conditions he is
unjustifiably placed in a dilemma.
ROBERT M. ALBRECHT
Post Office Box 81,
Hyde Park, New York 12538
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Proliferation of CB Warfare

Rothschild, in advocating use by the
United States of chemical and biologi-
cal weapons (Letters, 14 Apr.) exag-
gerates the favorable characteristics of
such weapons while ignoring their great
potential dangers. CB weapons are po-
tentially comparable to nuclear weapons
for the Kkilling of large populations.
Once developed, these devastating weap-
ons could be exceedingly cheap, easy
to produce, and quick to Yproliferate.
If they were considered acceptable for
use in war, there would be a powerful
temptation to use them in surprise or
covert attacks, since preparations and
training by the defense would greatly
diminish the effectiveness of CB at-
tack. These attributes—cheapness, a
great potential for killing entire popu-
lations, and a premium on unexpected
or covert use—are not likely to- in-

crease the security of this country or of
any other.

We agree with Rothschild that the
fundamental problem is that of pre-
venting war itself. He holds that there-
fore it is unsound to attempt to prevent
the use of any particular weapon, while
allowing the use of others. We disagree.
For example, it is clearly desirable to
prevent the use of nuclear weapons
even while the problem of preventing
war in general remains unsolved. The
use of even the smallest nuclear artil-
lery shell in combat would break down
barriers to the use of more powerful
nuclear weapons and no one could fore-
tell where the escalation might end.
The use of chemical or biological
weapons, even relatively mild ones,
involves similar but less well-recog-
nized dangers.

Rothschild justifies the program of
crop destruction in Vietnam on the
ground that depriving the enemy of
food is a standard technique of war-
fare. We grant that it has been widely
and repeatedly used. We would empha-
size, however, that starvation is a weap-
on that is directed primarily against
the civilian population, and especially
against the children. The blockade of
central Europe during the first World
War led to the starvation of millions of
children, who either died or led perma-
nently warped lives thereafter. (See
Jean Mayer’s letter, “Crop destruction
in Vietnam,” 15 Apr. 1966.) Crop de-
struction in Vietnam strikes at the
whole civilian population in the affected
areas. On a small scale it is ineffective;
on a sufficiently large scale it is dis-
astrous for the whole community, par-
ticularly in a country that depends on
rice to live. If our aim is to win the
support of the people, and to help re-
build a peaceful and prosperous Viet-
nam after the war, we shall do well to
refrain from crop destruction.

We consider that the possibility of
making war more humane through the
use of “non-lethal” CB agents is great-
ly exaggerated by proponents of CB
warfare. The effect of a weapon de-
pends upon how it is employed. Under
the desperate pressures of a war being
fought with artillery, bombs, napalm,
and other lethal weapons, it is only rea-
sonable to expect that ‘“non-lethal”
weapons, once introduced, will come to
be used to achieve maximum military
effectiveness, regardless of whether such
use is lethal. This has happened in Viet-
nam, where we spread riot gas over
large areas to make persons emerge
from protective cover to face saturation
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attack by fragmentation bombs. If such
use of so-called “non-lethal” CB weap-
ons becomes widely practiced and gen-
erally accepted, the way is paved for a
chemical and biological arms race and
progressive escalation in this or future
wars to the use of the entire spectrum
of CB weapons.

In this connection we would like to
quote the strategic analyst T. C. Schell-
ing [Arms and Influence (Yale Univ.
Press, New Haven, 1966), p. 131] on
possible agreements for preventing the
use of gas in warfare:

“Some gas” raises complicated questions
of how much, where, under what circum-
stances; “no gas” is simple and unambig-
uous. Gas only on military personnel; gas
used only by defending forces; gas only
when carried by projectile; no gas without
warning—a variety of limits is conceiv-
able . . . But there is a simplicity to “no
gas” that makes it almost uniquely a focus
for agreement when each side can only
conjecture at what alternative rules the
other side would propose and when failure
at coordination on the first try may spoil
the ci{lances for acquiescence in any limits
at all.

JoHN T. EDSALL
MATTHEW MESELSON
Biological Laboratories,
Harvard University,
Cambridge, Massachusetts 02138

In Defense of Rachel Carson

Philip H. Marvin’s complaint (Let-
ters, 7 Apr.) that the “plague” of Ra-
chel Carson’s book continues to “in-
fest” the minds of scientists demands
comment. The Silent Spring has not
only “infested” scientists, but also
caused naturalists who look further
than the results of a single crop to be-
come acutely aware of the danger of
pesticides. It is true that Carson’s book
contains overstatements, but it is also
true that many forms of wildlife,
particularly those at the end of a feed-
ing hierarchy, such as hawks, terns,
spoonbills, and many others, are unnec-
essarily decimated by the indiscriminate
use of pesticides. In Holland several of
these forms of wildlife are now at
at the brink of extermination. The
“plague” of pesticides forms a real
danger, and the struggle to preserve
nature, based both on Carson’s warn-
ings and on the newer investigations
of the near extinction of wildlife,
must continue.

MARTIN G. RUTTEN
Prinses Beatrix Str. 37,
Bunnik (4), Holland

Patriotic Emigrants

Although the brain drain is a com-
plex sociological problem, it is unfair
to blame it on those who do not par-
take of it (Byrne, Letters, 17 Mar.).
Having spent some years researching in
one of the bigger institutes in the U.S.
or Britain, the returned scientist can
hardly expect the fatted calf from his
stay-at-home colleagues, who have con-
tinued to work in much less glamorous
surroundings, with second-rate equip-
ment and poor funding, with lower sal-
aries and larger teaching duties, but
still have managed to keep the home in-
stitution going during their colleague’s
absence. That valuable research experi-
ence abroad should be recognized by
the home institution is without ques-
tion; it is equally true that a university
or college owes its lifeblood to those
who, perhaps shortsightedly, stay with
it through difficult times. The fact that
so many returned emigrants eventually
leave their native shores again is as
much their own failure to come to
terms with their home environment as
it is of the home institution to appre-
ciate their value. If such institutions,
“which have been unchanged since St.
Patrick,” are to be changed, then it
will come about through the efforts
of those who return—and stay. Wheth-
er the motive is patriotism or the de-
sire to help an underprivileged nation
to better itself—surely either is big
enough to withstand some petty, but
inevitable, professional jealousy.

TREVOR C. WEEKESs*
Smithsonian Institution Astrophysical
Observatory, 60 Garden Street,
Cambridge, Massachusetts 02138

*On leave of absence from University College,
Dublin, Ireland.

Byrne (Letters, 17 Mar.) would class
me as a “returned Yank” and, indeed,
for some time after I returned 12
years ago I shared some of his feel-
ings toward Irish institutions. However,
the change in attitude toward return-
ing scientists which he calls for has
been underway for some time.

In this University College, a majori--
ty of the senior teaching staff are
“returned Yanks” or “Sassenachs,” a
development that is obviously being
encouraged. The government-spon-
sored Commission on Higher Educa-
tion recently recommended drastic
changes in university administration,
including replacing our archaic ap-
pointment system with one in which
applicants for senior staff positions will
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