What Happened At Sverdlovsk?

The US. government is having a tough
time draining the question marks from the
pool of information it has gathered on a
Soviet anthrax epidemic. Although the
amassed evidence suggests the epidemic
that swept the area of Sverdlovsk in April
1979 was the result of biological warfare
activities banned by international conven-
tion, holes remain in this theory.

Soviet authorities maintain that those
holes will never be filled. Referring to the
1975 convention forbidding the produc-
tion of biological agents such as anthrax in
quantities in excess of those permitted for
peaceful purposes or defensive research, a
Soviet embassy report states, “The Soviet
Side strictly abides by all the provisions of
the documents it has signed”; the outbreak
of anthrax has “nothing to do with the
convention.” Instead, explains the report,
entitled “A Germ of Lying,” the anthrax
epidemic was caused by cutting and con-
suming tainted meat: “It is well-known —
and it was repeatedly reported in scientific
publications — that the Sverdlovsk region
has been for many centuries affected or
threatened by epizootic (mass-scale) an-
thrax incidence affecting livestock.”

Whether “A Germ of Lying” has a grain of
truth to it is one major question in the
anthrax affair that U.S. officials cannot yet
definitively answer. Prevailing sentiment,
however, echoes the recently released
conclusion of the U.S. House Intelligence
Oversight Subcommittee investigation:
“The Soviet government's statement ap-
pears to be incomplete at best, and at
worst a fabrication.”

The House Subcommittee initiated its
investigation shortly after the US. State
Department acknowledged in March that
the outbreak of anthrax may have signaled
Soviet violation of the Biological Weapons
Convention. Those appearing before the
Subcommittee included representatives
of the State Department and the US. intel-
ligence community in addition to a Soviet
emigre, “Mr. Popovsky,” who testified he
had received information from contacts
within the Soviet Union.

“Mr. Popovsky's sources reported that
one night in April 1979, an explosion at
Military Compound 19 [an installation ru-
mored to be involved in biological warfare
activities] in Sverdlovsk released a cloud
of anthrax spores into the atmosphere,”
the Subcommittee report states. Fortu-
nately, winds blew the anthrax cloud
south, away from the more densely popu-
lated center of town; nonetheless, as many
as 1,000 residents of the suburbs may.have
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Photomicrograph of blood from a sheep
that died of anthrax shows rod-shaped an-
thrax bacilli among red blood cells.

Science Service, Inc. is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve, and extend access to
Science News. MIKORS

Volker Zinser

USDA

died, according to Popovsky's testimony.

Moreover, the Subcommittee report
continues, humans can acquire anthrax-
causing Bacillus anthracis by eating con-
taminated food (gastrointestinal anthrax)
or by touching (cutaneous anthrax) or in-
haling (inhalation anthrax) bacterial
spores. If the Soviet contaminated-meat
explanation of what happened at
Sverdlovsk is correct, townspeople were
victimized by gastrointestinal anthrax; if
Popovsky's version is correct, inhalation
anthrax was the culprit. According to the
report, “Information available to the US.
government indicates that the symptoms
displayed by victims in Sverdlovsk were
those of inhalation anthrax.”

A second recently released report on
the Sverdlovsk incident also attributes the
catastrophe to an airborne agent. The re-
port, disseminated by the New York City
civil liberties organization Freedom
House, first appeared July 3 in the Paris
emigre newspaper Russkaya Mysl (Rus-
sian Thought). Freedom House members
believe it to be an eyewitness account.

The account says that some time be-
tween April 4 and 6 last year, an explosion
at Military Compound 19 released a bacte-
rial strain called “I-21.” For a month follow-
ing the explosion, there were 30 to 40
deaths per day in southern Sverdlovsk and
the nearby village of Kashino. In an at-
tempt to control the epidemic, officials
removed the topsoil from the village and
paved its streets for the first time, accord-
ing to the account.

Mark Palmer, director of the Office of
Disarmament and Arms Control in Wash-
ington, says the account released by Free-
dom House coincides in part with informa-
tion his office has gathered. “The incident
which it [the account] covers is a matter of
the gravest concern to us,” Palmer says.
“We've been raising it with the Soviets; we
are pursuing it vigorously.”

Also concerned with the Sverdlovsk in-
cident is Harvard University geneticist
Matthew Meselson, who for ten years, be-
ginning under then President John F. Ken-
nedy’s administration, counseled the arms
control agency on matters of chemical and
biological warfare. But Meselson tempers
his concern with caution: “l would say that
anybody who claims that this is a highly
probable or confirmed violation of the
biological weapons treaty is definitely
jumping the gun.” Explains Meselson, who
recently reviewed classified information
regarding the Sverdlovsk incident, “The
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“Take a bit of The Peter Princi-
ple, add a dash of The Organization
Man and finally a touch of Robert
Benchley and you have this
droll sociological/anthropological
book about people in a business
environment.”

West Coast Review of Books

Paperback $5.95 postpaid

RHYMING IN
THE RIGGING

Collected in this volume are over
a hundred sea poems, favorites of
those salty souls who dream of wind
and waves.
“One of the best anthologies of
sea poems we have seen.”
National Fisherman

Hardcover $11.00 postpaid
(Attractively bound in Sailcloth)
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LSD: My Problem Child — Albert Hofmann.
The chemical that has provided a key to the human
mind is discussed candidly and with philosophic in-
sight by the well-known biochemist who discovered
it. McGraw, 1980, 209 p., $9.95.

NARCOTIC PLANTS OF THE OLD
WORLD: An Anthology of Texts from An-
cient Times to the Present—Hedwig Schleiffer,
Ed., introduction by Richard Evans Schultes. A read-
able and interesting choice of texts concerned with
narcotic plants used in rituals and everyday life from
classic and biblical times to the present (a sequel to
the author’s Sacred Plants of the New World, Lubrecht
& Cramer, 1973, paper, $6.50). Lubrecht & Cramer,
1979, 193 p., illus., $12.50, paper, $7.95.

PLANTS OF THE GODS: Origins of Hallu-
cinogenic Use — Richard Evans Schultes and Al-
bert Hofmann. Scientific, historical and cultural in-
formation about the hallucinogenic plants of im-
portance to many societies. Includes a lexicon of
more than 90 plants, indicating where each hal-
lucinogen is used, how it is prepared and how it acts.
McGraw, 1980, 192 p., color/b&w illus., $34.95.

THE WONDROUS MUSHROOM: Mycola-
try in Mesoamerica—R. Gordon Wasson. lilus-
trated with Pre-Columbian art, this book details the
author’s experiences with the mushroom ceremony
and the relevance of hallucinogenic mushrooms to
the various cultures of Mesoamerica. McGraw, 1980,
288 p., illus., paper, $12.95 (publication date Oct.
31). Also available from the publisher in a limited,
collectors’ edition, color plates, leather bound,
numbered and signed, $525.
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First New Calculus
in 300 Years

Using a simple style and omitting
all proofs, the creators of the new
calculus have explained their
theory in a self-contained book
easily understood by anyone who
has a working knowledge of
elementary traditional calculus.

“Throughout, this book exhibits
a clarity of vision characteristic of
important mathematical creations.”’
Professor D. P. MacAdam,
Journal of the Optical Society of
America.

The price of NON-NEWTONIAN
CALCULUS is $15.70 postpaid.
If for any reason you are not
fully satisfied, you may keep the
book and we shall send you a full
refund immediately. Send your
check or money order to:

Newton Institute
Box 2408, Rockport, MA 01966

... Sverdlovsk
Soviets say there was a major outbreak of

gastrointestinal anthrax....There’s noth-
ing on the face of that story that’s patently
wrong.” In fact, says Meselson, “It could
well be.”

Meselson refers to a standard Soviet
textbook, The Course in Epidemiology,
which was translated into English in 1961
(Pergamon Press). According to that
textbook, gastrointestinal anthrax is a
serious problem in the Soviet Union.
Moreover, the Sverdlovsk region sits on
the edge of a high-risk anthrax zone. “Now
this book’s been sitting in the Harvard
University library for years,” Meselson
says; “they [the Soviets] didn't slip into the
library and stick it there a few weeks ago.”

Another reason Meselson has not ruled
out the Soviet explanation of the
Sverdlovsk incident is his assessment of
anthrax as a biological agent. He explains
that the effectiveness of such a weapon
would be unpredictable and cites one out-
break of anthrax in Philadelphia in which
the source was traced to a factory proc-
essing goat hair. Victims of the disease
were “one man who waited for his bus
across the street [from the factory], but
who wasn't a factory worker, and one lady
who lived a mile and a half away,” Mesel-
son says. “It’s a lousy weapon,” he says of
anthrax; “why would they [the Soviets] be
messing around with it?”

In addition to knowing “of nothing
which definitively rules out the Soviet ex-
planation” of the Sverdlovsk incident,
Meselson finds puzzling several aspects of
the “worst-case” (biological-warfare plant
explosion) explanation.

For example, all of the worst-case re-
ports give a range of dates for the explo-
sion. “That means that nobody heard an
explosion —if you hear a ‘boom’ you look
at the calendar and you know the date —
and that the explosion is some kind of
hypothesis,” Meselson says.

Moveover, Meselson finds the reported
time range for deaths in the anthrax affair
inconsistent with the worst-case explana-
tion. “It is claimed in all of the accounts
that the cases continue to appear and
people continue to die over a period of
weeks and weeks,” Meselson says. “With
an airborne incident, the cloud goes by in
a matter of minutes, and secondary infec-
tions after that would be either zero or
negligible,” he explains. The reported time
period for deaths, therefore, seems more
consistent with a continuous-source ex-
planation, such as contaminated meat,
says Meselson.

While Meselson finds flaws in the
worst-case explanation of the anthrax
epidemic, he nonetheless finds the inci-
dent disturbing. The anthrax affair “will
cast a shadow that, unless cleared up, will
have a discouraging effect on arms control
effort,” he says.

So, concludes Meselson, “It would do all
parties good to get more facts out than
they have so far given.” ]
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