annual rainy season, the birds began to
build nests and mate during the first
weeks of the rain. However, during an El
Nino, “they breed like crazy. . . . and keep
on going until the rain stops,” says Grant.
In 1983, the birds produced eight broods,
as opposed to a normal one or two. As
well, record numbers of seeds grew on
the island.

The researchers propose that smaller
birds were more adept at eating the small
seeds that dominated the post-El Nino
food supply, and this led to their in-
creased survival rates in 1984 and 1985.

The observation of the relationship
between finch size and rainfall is unique,
writes biologist Jon Seger in an accom-
panying editorial. The finch study is the
first to demonstrate that the natural ecol-
ogy has forced a population in two oppos-
ing directions at different times. Seger,
from the University of Utah in Salt Lake
City, also writes that “if such strong and
constantly changing patterns of selection
should turn out to be the rule for many
species . . . then we are probably far from
understanding the processes that main-
tain heritable quantitative variation in
natural populations.” — R. MonastersRky

Not an ant-idote

Medical students at Tulane University
School of Medicine in New Orleans
arguably went beyond the call of duty
when they tested the validity of an old
folk remedy recently. In what they be-
lieve to be the first controlled clinical
study of the effectiveness of meat tend-
erizer to relieve insect stings, 22 of the
med school’s more stoic students al-
lowed themselves to be stung on the
forearms by imported fire ants.

As reported in the June JOURNAL OF
THE AMERICAN ACADEMY OF DERMATOL-
oGy, half the sting sites were treated
with meat tenderizer dissolved in a few
drops of water, while plain water was
applied to the other sting sites. The
tenderizer contained papain, an en-
zyme that breaks down protein and has
long been considered to be an anti-
inflammatory effective against the
pain-producing proteins in insect
venom. But the study showed that
“there is no significant difference be-
tween treatment with meat tenderizer
and treatment with placebo,” as meas-
ured by changes in blood flow at the
sting sites and by student reports about
itching and pain.

However, one member of the team
notes, fire ant venom contains little
protein compared with some other in-
sect venoms, and further studies would
have to be performed to see if the
tenderizer is effective against wasp or
bee stings.

So far, there are no reports of volun-
teers for that study. 0O
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Low-dose caveat for schizophrenia

Low doses of antipsychotic drugs — as
little as one-tenth of conventional doses—
have recently been touted as an effective
way to improve the condition of many
schizophrenic patients while decreasing
the risk of drug-induced movement disor-
ders such as tardive dyskinesia (SN:
11/10/84, p.297). But according to a report
in the June ARCHIVES OF GENERAL PSYCHIA-
TRY, the low-dose approach also in-
creases the risk that schizophrenic symp-
toms will worsen, particularly during the
second year of treatment.

The implication for psychiatrists, say
Stephen R. Marder and his colleagues of
West Los Angeles Veterans Administra-
tion Medical Center, is that low doses of
antipsychotics, also called neuroleptics,
are useful but should be prescribed only
if a patient can be closely monitored for
eventual symptom flare-ups that can lead
to a return of full-blown schizophrenia.

The researchers followed 68 men who
had been diagnosed as schizophrenic for
more than 10years. Each subject received
an injection of the long-acting neurolep-
tic fluphenazine decanoate every two
weeks. In about half the cases, a con-
ventional dose was used; the rest of the
men were given one-fifth the con-
ventional dose.

During the first year of treatment,
about two-thirds of both groups of pa-
tients displayed no significant worsening
of symptoms such as disorganized think-
ing, hallucinations, hostility and sus-
piciousness. In the second year, the con-
dition of the conventional-dose group
remained steady while symptoms were
kept in check for only about one-third of
the low-dose patients.

When as much as twice the original
dose was administered after the first
signs of a flare-up, say the researchers, a
substantial portion of both low- and
conventional-dose patients improved. At
the end of two years, higher drug levels
eased the symptoms of about two-thirds
of the conventional-dose patients whose
condition had worsened, and the success
rate was slightly less for the low-dose
patients.

Patients given the higher dose re-
ported more restlessness and discomfort
in the first six months of treatment, note
the investigators, and six of them
dropped out of the study.

The researchers conclude that “it is
unlikely that there will ever be a simple
formula” for selecting the best neurolep-
tic dosage for individual schizophrenics.

— B. Bower

No threshold to lead’s learning effect

For years studies have been linking
childhood learning problems with body
levels of lead in the range of 20 to 35
micrograms per deciliter of blood. When
two new studies over the past year re-
ported related effects in developing in-
fants and toddlers at even lower levels —8
to 10 ug/dl — scientists began to wonder
whether infants might be more vulnera-
ble to lead’s neurotoxic effects than pre-
viously believed (SN: 5/2/87, p.277). Now
a Scottish study suggests that any body
burden of the metal risks diminishing the
cognitive ability and learning skills of
children.

The new study, reported in the May 30
LANCET, involved 501 Edinburgh school-
children aged 6 to 9 years. Their mean
blood-lead level was 10.4 pg/dl — roughly
half what the Atlanta-based Centers for
Disease Control now deems “excessive.”
After accounting for 33 possible con-
founding variables, the study found a 5.8-
point differential in score results between
the least and most lead-exposed children
on the British Ability Scales, a test meas-
uring cognitive ability and educational
attainment.

Against amean score of 100 for children
in general, this differential is “a small
effect,” according to University of Edin-
burgh epidemiologist Mary Fulton, one of
the study’s authors. However, she notes, a
lead effect “is definitely there, is statis-
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tically significant” and extends down into
the lowest-exposure group. Moreover,
she told ScIENCE NEWS, compared with
previous reports of neurological deficits
linked to lead, “it’s a larger effect than
other studies have found.”

Three factors her study identified as
more influential than lead were a parent’s
verbal ability, a parent’s nonverbal men-
tal ability and the child’s interests, such
as playing with others and reading. To-
gether, the effect these three could have
on the score — 23.5 points — is consider-
ably greater than any contribution attrib-
utable just to lead.

Nevertheless, Scotland is already ac-
tively working to reduce exposures to
environmental lead, Fulton notes. “Our
study indicates that this should be con-
tinued and perhaps even be stepped up,”
she says.

The Edinburgh study “is an important
confirmation” that asymptomatic levels
of lead can be neurotoxic, says lead
researcher Herbert Needleman of Chil-
dren’s Hospital in Pittsburgh. And, points
out Ellen Silbergeld, a lead toxicologist
with the Environmental Defense Fund in
Washington, D.C., the finding that these
effects occur at blood-lead concen-
trations well below 10 pg/dl suggests that
at least 88 percent of all U.S. children —
who also fall into this range — may be
suffering similar effects. — J Raloff
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