energy is not “free,” he said, if instal-
lation of the necessary collectors is
going to cost a substantial fraction of
the price of a house. Competitiveness
has to be demonstrated in purely eco-
nomic terms. Example: Would or would
not the cost of installation be better put
in a bank to collect interest, from which
fuel bills could be paid?

In computing these “real costs” of
solar energy, he continued, environ-
mental costs of alternative energy
sources should, of course, be included.
But, finding new, cleaner ways of burn-
ing coal also has to be considered as a
high priority for limited R & D fund-
ing. Later, in an argument with some
outraged solar proponents, he was even
more blunt. New R & D funds can only
move things just so fast, he said: “You
can’t produce a baby in a month by
getting nine women pregnant!”

Several Congressional aides joined a
panel discussion that pointed out the
confusion and indecision on the Hill
over solar energy. The Congress, it
seems, is willing to authorize substantial
new funds for solar research, but
doesn’t know quite where to put them,
much less how to assure public accept-
ance of new technologies that are de-
veloped. Various conflicting bills on the
matter are now wandering through the
House and Senate, with no help from
one of the Capitol’s most powerful
lobbies—the coal and oil interests. One
aide warned the solar industrialists,
“The more successful you get, the more
you’re going to be the target of these
people.”

Only one representative of a major
potential buyer was present at the meet-
ing, Frederick D. Hunt of the Mobile
Homes Manufacturers Association. Like
the speakers before him, Hunt ad-
dressed his audience of small business-
men bluntly: “Put up or shut up,” he
declared, complaining that all his initial
efforts to buy a complete working solar
heating system for thousands of mobile
homes had met with some version of the
response, “Just give me a million dollars
and five years and I'll develop it for
you.” Members of his association want
to start marketing solar-heated mobile
homes within a year, he said, but cannot
find any suppliers.

Whether the solar entrepreneurs can
successfully move from considering
purely scientific problems to the even
more complex economic difficulties re-
mains to be seen. But one of the silent,
big-industry observers told SCIENCE
NEws that his
company expects
the small entre-
preneurs to be-
come merely com-
ponent suppliers
for the majors. O
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In recent years scientists have
learned a lot more about what pre-
cipitates attacks of asthma, an ail-
ment that afflicts nine million Ameri-
cans. Three years ago Australian
investigators followed 12,000 asth-
matics and classified their attacks
into two categories—those that oc-
cur at the same time as respiratory
infections (mostly in young children
and elderly adults) and those that
are caused by allergies (mostly in
older children and young adults).

A year ago, Denver investigators
studied young children hospitalized
for asthma attacks and found that if
the attacks were precipitated by res-
piratory infections, the infectious
agents were nearly always viruses,
not bacteria.

Now Wisconsin investigators re-
port similar findings relating viral
infections and asthma attacks—this
time for outpatient asthmatic children
—in the Jan. 21 JOURNAL OF THE
AMERICAN MEDICAL ASSOCIATION.

Theodore E. Minor and his col-
leagues at the University of Wiscon-
sin Medical School studied 16 out-

Viruses and asthma attacks: A strong link

patient asthmatic children during
1971 and 1972. All the children’s
previous attacks had been associated
with apparent respiratory infections.
The children had 61 asthma attacks
during the study, and 42 coincided
with apparent respiratory infections.
Asthmatic attacks occurred with 38
of 49 severe respiratory infections,
but with only 4 of 22 mild respira-
tory infections. Asthma was precipi-
tated during 21 of 23 severe respira-
tory infections of viral origin, but in
only 1 of 6 severe respiratory in-
fections of bacterial origin. Fourteen
of 15 cold infections that resulted in
severe respiratory infections and all
episodes of Hong Kong Flu were
associated with asthma attacks.

On the basis of these and other
findings, Minor offers this advice to
families with an asthmatic child:
Keep him away from brothers or
sisters who have a cold or the flu,
and try to keep the infected child’s
hands as germ free as possible.
Hands appear to be much better
transmitters of colds and flu than
talking, sneezing or even Kkissing.

Is climate influenced
by earth’s magnetism?

Similarity in the patterns taken by
different natural phenomena often leads
to scientific suggestions that the phe-
nomena are somehow connected. J. W.
King of the Appleton Laboratory in
Slough, England, has noted a similarity
between patterns of atmospheric pres-
sure and the geomagnetic field near the
poles of the earth. He suggests that the
geomagnetic field may have an effect
on the climate.

The atmospheric pattern is a plot
(over the Northern or Southern Hemi-
sphere) of the height at which the
pressure is 500 millibars. The plot for
the Northern Hemisphere in winter ex-
hibits a kind of dumbbell shape with
two low-pressure centers. One is near
80 degrees west longitude and one near
130 degrees east. Both are at about
60 degrees north latitude.

King points out that if one draws a
plot of the earth’s magnetic field for
the same hemisphere showing contour
lines of constant magnetic intensity, a
similar dumbbell pattern emerges. The
magnetic dumbbell is displaced from
the atmospheric one by about 25 de-
grees. (The observations were made at
different times so part of the discrep-
ancy can be explained by westward
drift of the magnetic field pattern dur-
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ing the time between observations.)

A study of the patterns leads King to
conclude that the earth’s magnetic field
possibly influences the average atmos-
pheric pressure in the upper troposphere
(about 20,000 feet) and that the aver-
age pressure system seems to move
westward with the magnetic drift. What
connects the two is not certain, but one
suggestion is that the solar wind may
have something to do with it. The geo-
magnetic field affects the arrival of
solar-wind particles at the upper atmos-
phere; these particles may in turn have
some effect on the pressure.

As the atmospheric pressure moves,
the climate changes. King reminds us
that in about 1660 the magnetic decli-
nation at London and Paris was zero,
indicating a different magnetic con-
figuration from what prevails now. At
the time the European climate was ex-
periencing a little ice age, which lasted
from 1550 to 1700.

King’s suggestions appear in the Jan.
18 NATURE. In an editorial in the same
issue, NATURE comments: “Meteorolo-
gists have been shy—perhaps under-
standably shy—about suggestions of a
linkage, let alone control . . . of the
flow of the atmosphere by the magnetic
field, that is, ultimately by the flow
in the earth’s molten core. But both
phenomena could be registering paral-
lel responses to some other aspect of
the physical environment.” O
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