
Briefings ~ 
edited by FAYE FLAM 

Preserve Weapons- 
Making 

As the possibility of a Soviet 
attack on Europe or the United 
States fades, so does the ratio- 
nale for keeping a huge military 
arsenal. Big reductions are al- 
ready being made in the de- 
fense budget, and according to 
a new report from the Office 
of Technology Assessment 
(OTA),* this trend will con- 
tinue for the rest of this decade, 
with defense spending filling 
to around 3.8% of GNP in 
1996-the lowest level since 
before World War 11. 

But the OTA also sees a dan- 
ger in the peacetime phase- 
down: By the time a new threat 
arises, the country may have 
lost its weapons-making skills. 
For example, warns the OTA, 
by 1998 the nation may have 
completely disbanded the crews 
and facilities that make armored 
vehicles, allowing the special 
skills acquired over decades to 
be scattered to the winds. 

To avoid such losses, OTA 
recommends that the govern- 
ment preserve certain "core 
competenciesn so that the skills 
needed for producing high- 
tech weapons are not lost. The 
report calls for Congress and 
the Administration to develop a 
"long-term defense technology 
and industrial strategyn for 
making technical decisions 
about which facilities to pre- 
serve and which to scrap. 

Sustaining the R&D portion 
of the military budget while 
weapons manufacturing is 
scaled back should be the "first 
priority," says OTA. Congress 
should also change the Pent- 
agon's method of buying weap- 
ons, shifting from a system that 
emphasizes mass production 
and meticulous bureaucratic 
audits to a more flexible ap- 
proach that supports continu- 
ous experimentation and pro- 
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considering participating in the 
state epidemiologic study, in 
which health officials plan to 
track down cancer victims in Los 
Alamos County and test the area 
for radioactive contamination. 

totype building. That way the 
nation could "surge" into weap- 
ons production during a crisis. 
It will become increasingly im- 
portant to adapt commercial 
technologies for military uses, 
OTA reports, for this would 
improve the business economy 
and make it easier to boost pro- 
duction, if necessary. 

Reforming the system won't 
be easy, however. The OTA says 
that will require changes not 
only in the laws that govern 
military contracts and standards 
but also in the existing weapons 
procurement culture. 

Brain Cancer Near 
LOS Alamos? 

The New Mexico Health De- 
partment plans to examine a 
resident's claim that brain can- 
cer is on the rise in certain neigh- 
borhoods near Los Alamos Na- 
tional laboratory (LANL). The 
health department reportedly 
will request $250,000 in find- 
ing from the Department of 
Energy (DOE), which owns the 
laboratory, but a DOE spokes- 
person refised to verify the cost 
of the study. 

The cancer worries began 
when Tyler Mercier, a Los Al- 
amos sculptor, publicized a list 
of 20 alleged Los Alamos brain 
cancer victims. After a local doc- 
tor confirmed that nine of the 
victims had died from primary 
brain tumors, the Albuquerque 
Journal reported that three of 
them had lived on the same block 
in Western Area, a section of Los 
Alamos about a mile from the 
laboratory. According to statis- 
tics collected by the National 
Cancer Institute, the Los Alamos 
County rate is several times 
higher than the average for the 
state, though health officials 
won't speculate on whether or 
not LANL is to blame. 

LANL apparently took the is- 
sue seriously. In June it set up a 
working group cochaired by a 
local resident and a laboratory 
employee to investigate the 
laboratory's operations in West- 
em Area. On 17 July, the work- 
ing group plans for a 
LOS Alam0S program costing - - - 

SCIENCE, VOL. 253 

between $50,000 and $100,000 
to sample soil. At the urging of 
local residents, the federal gov- 
ernment is also getting involved. 
The Agency for Toxic Sub- 
stances and Disease Registry is 




