centration of amino acids in the blood of
patients diagnosed alcoholics by conven-
tional criteria. Specifically, they noted that
the concentration of leucine and other
branched-chain amino acids were signifi-
cantly depressed, whereas the concentra-
tion of alpha-amino-n-butyric acid was
increased relative to them. Might the in-
crease of alpha-amino-n-butyric acid to
leucine serve as a biochemical marker for
alcoholism? With VA Hospital colleague
Barry Stimmel, they studied the matter.

They drew blood from 42 hospitalized
patients who meet conventional criteria
for alcoholism and from 20 nonalcoholic
subjects, who included persons with non-
alcoholic liver injury, and analyzed the
A/L ratios in the blood samples obtained.
They report in the Dec. 3 SCIENCE that
the alcoholics had, on the average, an A/L
ratio more than twice as high as that of
the controls, including even the subjects
with nonalcoholic liver injury, suggesting
that an increased A/L ratio might indeed
indicate alcoholism.

Then they conducted a primate study
in which they fed alcohol, along with an

adequate diet, to baboons for one to four
years. All of the baboons showed an in-
creased A/L ratio, confirming the clinical
results.

Even more valuable findings emerged
from their two subsequent clinical studies.
The A/L ratio increases in relation to
long-term alcohol consumption, and there
is a statistically significant positive corre-
lation between the ratio and the degree of
alcoholism. The A/L ratio was elevated
in most of the alcoholics identified by one
out of three conventional criteria for alco-
holism but in all of the subjects identified
by all three conventional criteria.

The A/L ratio also appears to be a more
reliable marker of alcoholism than the
amount of alcohol in the blood, the re-
searchers report, since only two of the 42
hospitalized alcoholics in the first study
had measurable alcohol in the blood at
time of sampling. Similarly, the ratio is
a more valuable marker of alcoholism than
are changes in the levels of enzymes in
the blood, because none of the alcoholics
in the third clinical study had significantly
higher enzyme levels than controls. [

that the object comes to within 122.7
million kilometers of the sun, closer than
the earth, and ranges out to about 454.8
million kilometers, so that it also crosses
the orbit of Mars. The object takes 2.67
years to circle the sun, in a path inclined
23° to the plane of the ecliptic. This year,
says Marsden, it passed within 24 million
kilometers of the earth, though it was 84
million km away when discovered. “*It’s
a bumper year for Apollos.”” he says. []

Three receive
Lasker awards

GAO: Breeder schedule won’t be met

In one of the most detailed—and dev-
astating—analyses of the U.S. breeder
teactor program, the congressional Gen-
eral Accounting Office concludes that the
program schedule proposed by the Energy
Research and Development Administra-
tion is unrealistically optimistic. Critical
delays have already occurred and many
uncertainties need to be resolved.

These conclusions are contained in a
report submitted to the Congress by the
Comptroller General, entitled ‘‘Consid-
erations for Commercializing the Liquid
Metal Fast Breeder Reactors’ (Report
No. EMD-77-5).

According to official ERDA estimates,
breeders would become the predominant
type of reactor coming into use by the end
of this century, with 128 plants operating
by 1998. Ga0’s ‘‘optimistic’’ estimate
shows less than a dozen plants operating
by then, and the ‘‘conservative’’ estimate
has less than a half-dozen operating by
the year 2000. The critical difference
among the three scenarios is the time
assumed for private industry to begin
heavy investment in commercial breeders.

But even without considering these as-
sumptions, the GAO report points out,
there are critical delays in developing fuel
cycle technology upon which breeders
will depend. For the first commercial fuel
fabrication facilities to be in operation by
1988, an advanced fuel laboratory now
planned for 1982 should, in fact, have
begun operation two years ago. Also, a
demonstration fuel fabrication facility
should now be in the final design and
licensing stage—but ERDA has not yet
even announced its plans for this facility.
Concludes the Gao report: Commer-
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cialization of the breeder **will most likely
be paced by fuel cycle technology avail-
ability. . . development of fuel fabrica-
tion facilities is behind reactor develop-
ment.”’

The key to ultimate success, of course,
is interest among the public utilities, but
‘*obtaining private sector support will be
difficult.”” To build the first 128 breeders,
GAO says, would require a $150 billion
investment (constant 1974 dollars). Such
a cost ‘‘may pose a formidable barrier to
electric utilities.”’

Finally, says Gao, President Ford’s re-
cent statements on nonproliferation (SN:
10/16/76, p. 244) **cast doubts as to the
future of nuclear fuel reprocessing. This,
in our view, also creates doubts as to
whether the [breeder] will become a viable
energy source.”’ 4

Still another
near-earth asteroid

The first of the so-called Apollo as-
teroids—those whose paths cross the orbit
of the earth—was identified in 1932. By
late 1975 there were still only 19 known.
The last twelve-month period, however,
has witnessed a record crop of four such
discoveries, the most recent of which is
known as 1976 WA, or Fast-Moving Ob-
ject Schuster. It was first spotted on Nov.
19 by astronomer Hans-Emil Schuster of
the European Southern Observatory in
Chile, through a 100-centimeter Schmidt
telescope. Calculations of its orbit, com-
pleted this week by Brian Marsden of the
Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astro-
physics in Cambridge, Mass., indicate
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The Albert Lasker medical awards,
among the highest awards for medical
research after the Nobel Prize for Medi-
cine, have been announced for this year.
Recipients are Rosalyn S. Yalow, a nu-
clear physicist and senior medical investi-
gator at the Bronx Veterans Administra-
tion Hospital; Raymond P. Ahlquist, pro-
fessor and chairman of the Department of
Pharmacology at the Medical College of
Georgia, and J. W. Black, professor and
chairman of the Department of Pharma-
cology, University College of London.

Yalow has won the $10,000 Albert
Lasker Basic Medical Research Award for
discovering and developing, along with
the late Solomon A. Berson, the technique
of radioimmunoassay.

Ahlquist and Black are sharing the
$10,000 1976 Albert Lasker Clinical
Medical Research Award for their concept
of alpha and beta receptors in the cardio-
vascular system and the creation of the
drug propranolol (Inderal), respectively.

A Special Albert Lasker Public Health
Service Award, which is rarely given, has
also been granted this year to the World
Health Organization for its imminent
eradication of smallpox. To achieve this
feat, wHO mobilized, supported and
directed a global network of smallpox
surveillance and research, held confer-
ences at national, regional and grass-roots
levels and dispatched workers to even
remote villages of the world to vaccinate
against the disease (SN: 2/1/75, p. 74;
8/2/75, p. 73: 1/3/76, p. 8). O

Public favors reactors

A Harris poll has found that the public
in the United States favors building more
nuclear power plants, by a margin of 61
to 22 percent. Many citizens still harbor
doubts about the safety of nuclear power,
particularly the disposal of radioactive
wastes, pollster Louis Harris says, but
they generally believe the advantages out-
weigh the disadvantdges. People who ac-
tually live near nuclear installations favor
them by even larger majorities, and a poll
of “*environmental leaders’" found that 53
percent of these thought nuclear plants
were safe. O
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