pool currently take two forms. The
Plant Introduction Service of the De-
partment of Agriculture collects plants
from around the world, catalogues
them and screens them for viruses. The
National Seed Storage Laboratory in
Colorado maintains seeds in cold stor-
age. Finally, the committee recom-
mends a form of technology assessment
—a national monitoring committee to
warn of potential hazards of new or
widespread agricultural practices.

In a sense, technology was respon-
sible for the 1970 corn blight. What
is needed now, says the committee, is
“technology assessment.” The benefits
of developing crops that can be effi-
ciently harvested must be balanced
against such undesirable side effects as
vulnerability to epidemics.

When floods strike:
A review of forecasts

The painful lesson of Hurricane
Agnes was that the nation’s system for
predicting and protecting itself against
floods needs serious examination.

The cost of Agnes, announced last
week by the Office of Emergency Pre-
paredness, was 118 human lives and
over $3 billion in damage. Agnes
dropped an estimated 25.5 cubic miles
of water on the eastern United States—
one-fourth of the volume of Lake Erie.

Also last week, Robert M. White,
director of the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration, asked the
National Advisory Committee on
Oceans and Atmosphere to review and

The ability to prolong life brings
with it the ability to prolong dying.
In using his skills, a physician may
thus actually be inflicting unnecessary
suffering on a terminally ill patient.
In an emotional example of this
dilemma, Arthur E. Morgan, former
president of Antioch College in Yel-
low Springs, Ohio, cried as he told
how nurses forced his dying wife’s
jaws apart to make her eat. Mor-
gan’s statement was among those
taken last week by the Senate Spe-
cial Committee on Aging during
three days of hearings on the prob-
lem of dying with dignity.

Many of the witnesses testifying
insisted that death, like life, should
be achieved with maximum dignity.
“It is clear beyond question that a
time comes when it is no longer ap-
propriate to continue extraordinary
means of support for the hopelessly
unconscious patient,” said Henry K.
Beecher of Harvard Medical School.

Walter W. Sackett, a physician
and member of the Florida House
of Representatives, explained that the
concept of “ ‘death with dignity’ im-
plies permitting a person to die a
natural death without the application
of all the heroic modalities known
to modern medicine.” Euthanasia or
mercy Killing has nothing to do with
this philosophy, he stresses, because
those terms imply the application of
some positive method of ending a
life. Estimating that 75 percent of
the nation’s doctors practice “death
with dignity,” Sackett has introduced
a bill in the Florida legislature that
would make their activities legal.
Similar bills are under consideration
in Wisconsin, Utah, Hawaii and
Montana.

Sackett’s bill would allow a com-
petent person to create a document

Death with dignity: The debate goes on

(a living will) asking that he be
allowed to die under the existence
of certain circumstances. In the ab-
sence of such a document, a relative
would be allowed to signify to the
physician that heroic measures not
be applied. Or, in the case of an
individual with no known relatives
or guardian, Sackett’s bill would al-
low three members of any recog-
nized hospital to make the decision.

Laurance V. Foye Jr., director of
Education Service for the Veterans
Administration, warned that the liv-
ing will would convert a possibly
fatal outcome into a certainly fatal
one. He considers the phrase “death
with dignity” to be obscure and be-
lieves the philosophical and humani-
tarian arguments used in favor of
letting a person die with dignity
are medical problems. These prob-
lems, he said, “relate directly to the
responsibility and decisions of the
physician in his relationship with
his patient. . . . If a physician with-
holds maximum effort from patients
he considers hopelessly ill, he will
unavoidably withhold maximum ef-
fort from an occasional patient who
could have been saved. This ap-
proach and concept cannot be fos-
tered or condoned, legally or other-
wise.”

Legal acceptance of the ‘“death
with dignity” philosophy is not likely
to come out of the Senate hearings,
at least not in the near future. Sen.
Frank Church (D-Idaho), commit-
tee chairman, said, “We are not
floating trial balloons on proposals
for Government action. We realize
that we have a long way to go be-
fore we can even begin to think
about changes in public policy, if
indeed such changes should prove
to be desirable.”
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evaluate the nation’s flood forecasting
and warning program and its per-
formance during Agnes’ floods. NACOa,
chaired by William A. Nierenberg of
the Scripps Institution of Oceanog-
raphy, has been in existence for just
a year. This is the first such study
NACOA has tackled. A five-man ad hoc
working group headed by William D.
Carey, vice president of Arthur D. Lit-
tle Co., is now working out the proce-
dures for the study. The review may
be completed in a couple of months.

The floods in some areas had just
barely peaked when the first complaints
about flood prediction were voiced.
Rep. H. John Heinz (R-Pa.) alleged
that in the Pittsburgh area, riverside
communities were not warned of im-
pending floods until 4 a.m. on June
23, “only four hours before the flood-
ing reached the critical stage. Due to
the lateness of the hour, citizens were
totally unaware of the situation.”

In response to these charges, the
House Government Activities Subcom-
mittee held hearings on June 29. What
became apparent in the course of the
hearings was that where warnings came
too late the fault lay at least as much
with local communities as with the
National Weather Service. A Weather
Service spokesman had previously said
that its forecasters had, in most cases,
given 12 hours’ warning, but that they
had no way of telling how and whether
the warnings reached the public (SN:
7/1/72, p. 5).

Where disaster preparedness is con-
cerned, says Heinz, “The states have
taken little or no initiative in meeting
their responsibility to their citizens.”
He points out that the Disaster Relief
Act of 1970 provides Federal grants to
the states to develop disaster prepared-
ness plans, but fewer than one-third of
the states have taken advantage of it.
Though the maximum available is
$250,000, Pennsylvania requested only
$14,850. “Furthermore, many of the
states participating in this program have
formulated plans which exist only on
paper.” For example, Pennsylvania has
applied for a Federal grant for a plan
approved by OEP but implementation
of the plan, says Heinz, is “totally
inadequate.” One of the provisions of
the Pennsylvania plan is for a public
warning system for each city, borough,
town and township. Yet at the subcom-
mittee hearings, Weather Service wit-
nesses said there were no means avail-
able to them in the Pittsburgh area to
alert the public to the flood danger.

Last Thursday Heinz introduced a
bill making it mandatory for states to
develop and maintain disaster prepared-
ness plans. The plans would have to be
in accordance with Federal standards to
be formulated and enforced by OEP.
The bill contains sharp teeth: any state
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