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Letters

What was that masked planet?

Your Feb. 19 cover was dramatic, but [ soon
began to realize something was wrong. The
Jupiter photo has a perfectly circular mask on
it in order to surround it with black sky. The
real Jupiter has a very pronounced and easily
visible ellipticity, second only to Saturn’s. Its
equatorial diameter is around 7 percent
greater than its polar diameter. In short, your
cover picture conveys a grossly wrong impres-
sion of Jupiter!

William K. Hartmann
Tucson, Ariz.

How much biodiversity is enough?
The experimenters in “Biodiversity helps
keep ecosystems healthy” (SN: 2/5/94, p.84)
missed a significant factor that should affect
their conclusions.
In any given zone, there is a natural recovery
sequence of species that reestablish them-
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selves in a damaged or overcropped area. All
members of the local sequence are necessary,
because a damaged plot cannot recover natu-
rally if any one is missing. However, once this
criterion is met, there is no special magic in
further biodiversity.
Peter Vokac
Tucson, Ariz.

Confusing emergence, expansion

The article “Savannas leave signs of slow
takeover” (SN: 1/15/94, p.38) by B. Bower
states that the emergence of C, plants, as
reported by M. Morgan et al, challenges the
theory we presented last year that “savanna
environments rapidly took hold and expanded
in regions throughout the world between 7
million and 5 million years ago. A relatively
sudden drop in atmospheric carbon dioxide —
which favored plants that use carbon dioxide
efficiently during energy production —
sparked the spread of savannas, argued Thure
E. Cerling . .. and his co-workers.”
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Morgan has confused the issue of the emer-
gence of C, plants with the expansion of C,
ecosystems. We have repeatedly stated that we
observed isotopic evidence of C, plants before
the expansion of C, plants began in both North
America and Asia about 7 million years ago.

Furthermore, although we have favored a
gradual decline in atmospheric carbon diox-
ide, we have never stated the rate of the
decline. It is Bower who suggests a “relatively
sudden drop in atmospheric carbon dioxide.”

Thure E. Cerling

Jay Quade

Yang Wang

Department of Geology and Geophysics
University of Utah
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