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LETTERS

Ask the experts

The article, “Radioactive Waste: Perceptions
of Risk” (SN: 3/20/82, p. 199) clearly indicates
some of the difficulties nuclear power genera-
tion is now facing. The paper stated that six
groups of polled respondents consistently
rated nuclear energy and its associated wastes
storage as the highest risk industry in the U.S.
The respondents included nuclear engineers,
environmentalists, science writers and resi-
dents of large and small cities. Would the two
Battelle social psychologists expect technical
persons, such as civil engineers or chemical
engineers, trained in their own specialty, but
relatively incompetent in another scientific
discipline, to project reasonable and techni-
cally correct answers to a specific poll? Such a
situation would be similar to asking an indus-
trial engineer or mathematician the risks or
hazards of a brain operation as compared to
heart surgery.

It is clear, to even the most casual public ob-
server, that risks exist with the use of nuclear
energy in its varied forms. What is not clear or
even accepted by the general public, including
some technical persons, are the relative risks of
nuclear energy compared to other technologi-
cal or sociological endeavors. However, it is
equally clear that rational decisions and na-
tional approaches must be made by persons
thoroughly knowledgeable of these risks.

For example, is it not ironic that cigarette
smoking and other high risk activities do not
receive ar equivalent amount of concern from
individuals and groups? Almost everyone
agrees that cigarette smoking is definitely
hazardous to one’s health; yet smoking con-
tinues to flourish in all professions, groups and
sexes.

The social psychologists in the article re-
flected that unless the perceptions about nu-
clear energy use are altered, most people will
reject nuclear facilities being in close proximity
to them. This statement “smells” of the need for
further training and public awareness. Most nu-
clear trained scientists and engineers would
state that the public and private training and
scrutiny in nuclear energy have been enor-
mously intense since March 29, 1979 (incident
at Three Mile Isiand). These activities have
been, for the most part, useless. Training has
miserably failed, I believe, in succeeding to al-
ter, in significant numbers, wrong ideas and
misguided opinions. If this is true, what will suf-
fice in causing persons to dismiss gross biases
and ill-conceived fears so that decisions can be
made objectively? It is my belief that some
technology decisions must be made by the
most informed people, not all the people. Nu-
clear energy and other advanced technologies,
by their very nature, require decisions contrary
to the basic principles of this country.

C.G. Hudson, Ph.D.
Muscle Shoals, Ala.

Metaphysical speculation

As a long-term reader of SCIENCE NEws [ was
disappointed in the metaphysical speculation
at the end of your article on fundamental con-
stants and biology (SN: 5/15/82, p.334). It is true
that the temperature of the sun depends on the
strength of its self-gravitation. It is also true that
this depends on the constant G, but it also de-
pends on the mass of the sun. If the value of G
were different, then stars of some different mass
would have surface temperatures causing radi-
ation which peaks in the range of wavelengths
not absorbed by water. And in that case, life
would presumably have developed on planets
around those stars.

In fact, stars hotter than the sun, whose radia-
tion peaks in the ultraviolet, give off more radi-
ation in the so-called water window than the
sun, and indeed they give off more radiation at
all wavelengths than the sun.

In the vastness of the universe there are all
types of stars, and presumably a wide variety of
types of planets. The values of fundamental
constants no doubt influence the probability of
life on each of these, and the existing combina-
tion allows life on earth. But we already knew
that.

Beth Stoeckly
Santa Barbara, Calif.

Don’t blame the victim

Janet Raloff’s article on occupational noise
(SN:5/22/82, p. 347) provided needed coverage
of an issue that is often ignored. However, the
discussion of measures to prevent loss of hear-
ing was misleading. One would get the impres-
sion that personal protective measures are the
only methods of safeguarding workers’ hearing.
In fact, though, the most effective noise control
methods are engineering controls: machine de-
sign, the use of mulfflers and the design of build-
ings are among them. It should also be noted
that OSHA mandates an emphasis on engineer-
ing controls to protect worker health, and des-
ignates personal protective devices only as
methods of last resort.

While the technology is available to em-
ployers to reduce noise, we should not be
“blaming the victim,” by emphasizing the mis-
use of personal protective devices by workers,
who are only reacting to what are, at best, un-
comfortable and only partially effective
measures.

Richard Rabin
Northampton, Mass.

Not all in the mind

I was very interested in the article “Suicide
Linked to Brain Chemical Deficit” (SN: 5/29/82,
p. 355) which linked suicide to low levels of
serotonin. | seem to remember other studies
which linked pre-menstrual tension to both
suicides and violent crimes by women. Is it
possible that the level of serotonin varies with a
woman’s menstrual cycle? Too many doctors
dismiss pre-menstrual tension as “all in the
mind”...maybe it’s a chemical imbalance in the
mind.

Leah R. O’'Connor
Chicago, Ill.
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