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THE POLITICALEVENTof the month has been the winding
up of the Social Democratic Party (SOP) by its leader
Dr David Owen. This final act was evidently precipitated
by the party's abysmal showing in the recent Bootie
by-election in which the SOP candidate polled 155 votes,
while 'Lord' David Sutch's Monster Raving Loony
Cavern Rock Party secured 418 votes. It should be
explained that the Monster Raving Loonies are a device
to give publicity to a decrepit pop and comedy turn which
tours "the pubs of unfortunate by-election towns; the
inevitable loss of their £500 deposit is worth the publicity
that their participation in the election process gives them.

Politically, the collapse of the SOP and the poor show-
ing of the Social and Liberal Democrats (there was an
acrimonious split in the Liberal Party which resulted in
the two emasculated parties) in recent by-elections means
the collapse of the centre ground of British politics and a
return to the more usual two-horse race between the
Conservatives and Labour.

THEUPSANDDOWNS,or perhaps the ins and outs, of the
Channel Tunnel are a constant source of controversy. The
British end of the scheme has been continually beset by
financial crises and it would be surprising if the govern-
ment does not have to eat its words about financing the
tunnel exclusively from private sources, and bail it out
with Treasury money. The standards of ~safety on the
British side have been criticized, after 6 fatal accidents,
compared to one on the French side. A recent estimate
has suggested that at peak holiday periods the transit time
will be only slightly shorter than that by a hovercraft.
British Rail, which is responsible for the rail link from the
tunnel to London and elsewhere seems incapable of
making up its mind on the best, or least bad, route into
London. Tunnelling under most of Southeast London
would be environmentally acceptable but prohibitively
expensive and above-ground routes would cause immense
problems of noise and vibration. Again, it looks as if
government funds will have to be used to enable British
Rail to build a satisfactory route.

BOVINESPONGIFORMENCEPHALOPATHY(BSE) or mad
cow disease is still in the news. The French, Italian and
German governments banned the importing of British
beef, though this is against the rules of the European
Community, and are now only allowing it in with a certi-
ficate that the carcass comes from a herd free from BSE.
Many restaurant owners have taken beef off their menus.
BSE does appear to be distinct from Creutzfeldt-lakob
disease, which affects humans, though the natural method
of infection is not known. It has of course been recognized
for some time that this condition has been transmitted by

the injection of human growth hormone derived from
human pituitary glands from autopsy material. Happily,
synthetic human growth hormone is now readily available.

YETANOTHERenvironmental hazard has presented itself.
A recent report) on the incidence of childhood leukaemia
in the village of Seascale, near the nuclear reprocessing
plant of Sellafield (originally called Windscale but
renamed after a serious escape of radioactive material
into the atmosphere) has shown that the incidence of
leukaemia is raised if the father had been employed at
Sellafield. An exposure of 100 mSv or more before the
child was conceived was associated with a six-fold to
ten-fold increase in leukaemia in the offspring. This is the
first study to examine the relation between paternal
employment in the nuclear industry and the risk of
leukaemia in children. The study was very carefully
controlled, and excluded as possible factors environmen-
tal contamination through eating seafood or home grown
vegetables, or playing on the beach.

Three other enquiries=' into alleged increases in child-
hood leukaemia near nuclear installations have concluded
that there is a real excess, but that the increases were too
large to be accounted for by radioactive discharges from
the plant. Up till now, no one has challenged the Sellafield
findings, though there has been much speculation about
the mechanism of the effect. Similar studies are in pro-
gress at two other nuclear plants in Britain; so far, no
similar investigations have been published from other
countries.

AN INTERESTINGSURVEYon the school performance of
18300 16-year-olds in 1985, 1986 and 1987in the London
area was conducted by the research and statistics branch
of the Inner London Education Authority (ILEA)5 just
before it was killed off by governmental decree and political
prejudice. The conclusion was that the expectations of
parents, teachers and children have as much to do with
examination results as do ethnic origins. The average of
the whole group was a score of 16; children in the Indian
group scored best with 22.8 points, the combined English,
Scottish and Welsh group scored just under the average;
the Caribbean children scored 14.3 and the Bangladeshis
9.9. It is, however, not clear how 'expectations' were
assessed, and the conclusions seem rather subjective.

THEMOSTRECENTnumber of the Overseas Doctors Associa-
tion News Review" announced the setting up of the Institute
for Transcultural Health Care (ITHC) in.Birmingham. Its
aims are. 'to act as the central coordinating body for
research on transcultural medicine; to initiate training
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programmes in community and culture awareness for
health professionals; and to provide a reference point for
information on alternative medicine'. The Department of
Health and the Secretary of State have sanctioned a pump
priming grant for three years.
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JOHN BLACK

Russians have always had a self-deprecating sense of four years the growth in incomes was 13% but the growth
humour. The most popular joke today with more than a in production has only been 1%.
pinch of truth goes: With glasnost we can open our As the economic crisis deepens the Soviet government
mouths but with perestroika we have nothing to put into is losing political capital. The gradual approach towards
them. The Soviet Union is a superpower, yet shopping the free market system-joint ventures, cooperatives, self
for a bagful of groceries takes longer than in many financing, concepts of profit and loss-has not solved any
developing countries. Even essentials like sugar, salt and problems. Joint ventures, cooperatives and entrepreneurs
soap, are often unavailable or rationed and the waiting have been operating without any back-up support. Decla-
period for consumer goods such as cars, televisions or rations have been made but not implemented.
refrigerators is literally years. This is the major cause for Recognizing the shortcomings Deputy Prime Minister
public discontent with President Gorbachev's economic Leonid Abalkin, the chief economic adviser to President
reform policies. Shortages have got worse over the past Gorbachev unveiled a programme late last year. The plan
year and public impatience has grown. Acknowledging is the most comprehensive and detailed from the govern-
that drastic steps have to be taken, President Gorbachev ment so far. Called the Abalkin Plan it is a detailed sketch
has called for the 'radicalization of perestroika'. It is of how the Kremlin hopes to satisfy popular demand for
expected that he will try to shorten the transitional period Western living standards without totally giving up central
of a command economy into a more market oriented one. economic controls, or the egalitarian principles on which

President Gorbachev's major problem is that there is no the Soviet Communist party bases its legitimacy.
consensus on the way forward. In other Eastern bloc Under the Abalkin Plan most enterprises would be
countries public opinion is united in wanting to get out of forced to operate at a profit or go out of business by 1995.
the controlled command economy that communist coun- A wide variety of ownership forms would be permitted.
tries have followed. In the Soviet Union, however, there Wages would be determined by competition and stocks
is no such consensus. There is deep distaste for a free market and shares would be traded on exchanges. Business credit
system, for the profit motive and the emergence of would be provided to the highest bidders, with the total
inequalities. There is widespread fear of high prices, supply adjusted by indirect Western-style monetary policy.
unemployment and competition. Anti-trust laws would be used to regulate monopolies. A

These together with inflation and income differentials combination of indexed government pensions, minimum
will appear should President Gorbachev move defini- income guarantees for the unemployed and aggressive job
tively towards a market economy. Hence both he and his retraining would protect the potential losers. This plan
economic advisers have backed away from the radical was attacked by both the conservatives and the radicals.
steps that are necessary to change to a free market system. To the conservatives the Abalkin Plan betrayed Marxist
Mr Gorbachev has chosen the step by step approach, principles. The radicals, including Boris Yeltsin, argued
avoiding sweeping, destabilizing change. But, by taking that the proposed changes are much less sweeping than
much of the power out of the old system without replacing necessary. Most important, only some prices would be set
it with a new working one, unforeseen problems have-. by supply and demand. This way enormous price increases
arisen. The Soviet economy is in recession: there will be a' for symbolically sensitive consumer staples could be
trade deficit for the first time since 1976. Over the past ","avoided and growing inflationary pressures contained.


