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LETTERS

Carcinogen with cream?

The reservations re coffee-drinking and pan-
creatic cancer (SN: 3/21/81, p. 181) are well jus-
tified. The Harvard researchers were reported
in newspaper accounts projecting their next
study on comparison of those who take coffee
black and those who add milk and/or sugar. This
means they failed to make this distinction in the
initial study, which vitiates their confidently
stated findings. They seem not to have suffi-
ciently distinguished contaminants — whether
in coffee bean storage, or in removal of caffeine
or in added milk — from constituents of coffee
per se. Nor do they seem to have ascertained
whether coffee is the weak watery type or full-
bodied or espresso. A proper question would
be: Do you find black coffee upsetting and so
add milk and sugar? They might well take sea-
son and humidity into account, since coffee
drinking in a place of almost zero humidity (e.g.
American desert) will likely affect one differ-
ently than in the usual N. American climate, or
in places of high humidity where tea is usually
preferred.

The comparison to alcohol, tea, etc. was
proper, but does not exhaust the possibilities.
For the next study of pancreatic cancer — pre-
suming grants are still forthcoming — why not
compare the coffee drinkers with those who do
or do not take foods with calcium propionate
added to retard spoilage.

Alex Wayman
New York, NY.

Ames test equivalent

The initiation of exchange of information
dealing with effects of environmental agents on
behavior is timely (SN: 1/17/81, p. 42). It was
interesting to note that the Director of the Cen-
ter for Science in the Public Interest also recog-
nizes the need for an Ames test equivalent
which would quickly and inexpensively detect
neurotoxins.

We submitted a research proposal in 1979
which is directed toward the development of
just such a test. The proposal was resubmitted
in 1980 and approved for funding by the Office of
Research and Development, Environmental
Protection Agency. The basic element of the
proposal involves determining the effects of
known and suspected neurotoxins on phos-
phorylation of synaptosomal membrane pro-
teins and concurrent behavioral changes. We
propose to extend the test to formed elements
of blood since in many cases the biochemical
mechanisms of cells are similar even though
they exist in tissues of quite different functions.
The methods and equipment used are readily
available in most hospitals and research fa-
cilities.

Joseph Ellis Suggs
Chapel Hill, N.C.

Space politics

Ienjoyed Jonathan Eberhart’s overview of the
space shuttle (SN: 3/21/81, p.186). Although I
hope that the shuttle will make space flights
routine, | can't agree that they will ever become
boring.

But Mr. Eberhart and the space community as
well seem to be operating on the assumption
that once the shuttle’s flight capabilities are
actually demonstrated, there will be an automa-
tic resurgence in the U.S. space program. This
assumption is based on a kind of selective per-
ception: There will surely be a huge ground-
swell of public interest in space once again, but
the hard reality of a continually restricted
budget will be the true determinant of the space
program’s future course.

The Reagan administration’s proposed cuts
in NAsA’s budget total over $600 million. While
these cuts have not affected the shuttle itself,
they have completely halted any new programs
that could capitalize on the shuttle’s capability
to provide routine access to space.

It is time the space community realized that
the name of the game is politics: The space
program was born of politics, has declined
through politics, and will revive only when the
space community gets directly involved in poli-
tics.

Fortunately, there is an organization whose
aim is to do just that. The Campaign For Space
Political Action Committee was founded in the
spring of 1980 to work for an expanded U.S.
space program by getting directly involved in
the election of pro-space candidates. The Cam-
paign is gearing up now to establish the first
pro-space lobbyist in Washington (two full-time
lobbyists are currently working against Solar
Power Satellite legislation). But to accomplish
this goal, the cFs must build a broad base of
citizen support. Interested readers are urged to
write:

The Campaign for Space

Political Action Committee
P.O. Box 1526
Bainbridge, Ga. 31717
Thomas J. Frieling
Bainbridge, Ga.

Correct PVC

I think the article “Plastic fire drills” (SN:
3/7/81, p.152) is excellent, and | was quoted
properly. One point was a mistake. It is stated
that “pvc-cN is the polyvinylchloride material
used in wallpaper and to coat electric cables.”
While it is correct that pvc is used this way (and
in many others), pvc-cN formulation is not on
the market — it is an experimental material
which was formulated for me by Dr. O'Mara of
B.F. Goodrich. The polyvinylchloride used in
commercial application is probably closer to
PVC-A or PvC, both shown on the graph. than to
PVC-CN.

Yves Alarie, Ph.D.
Pittsburgh, Pa.
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