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The international community is having to face some very awk-
ward questions arising from the plight of the Kurds and Shias in
Iraq. There is little doubt that the rebellions were set off by the
incontinent words of President Bush. So there is a moral respon-
sibility on the part of the invading allied forces to do their best
for the refugees. Though the huge numbers of refugees could not
have been foreseen, the response of governments, voluntary
organizations, and the United Nations was nevertheless slow,
inadequate and uncoordinated.

In contrast, the threat of famine in Africa was known well in
advance, but aid has been niggardly. The Bangladesh floods
could not have been predicted, but one factor in the recurrent
flooding (but not necessarily this particular episode which seems
to have been due to the incoming sea) is well known--deforesta-
tion in the upper reaches of the Brahmaputra. No action has been
taken to reduce these factors or to build flood defences in
Bangladesh.

What should be done about the world's inadequate response
to major disasters? There is an urgent need for a United Nations
Disaster Organization capable of rapid and effective action
without having to wait for the conclusion of political wrangling.
Such an organization would require adequate funding from
member states. There are some signs that the international
community is waking up to its responsibilities now that the
stalemates of the Cold War seem to be over. Major relief efforts
cannot be left to the inadequate resources of voluntary organiza-
tions dependent upon the variable and unpredictable generosity
of the public.

Still on disasters; the fifth anniversary of Chernobyl has pro-
duced more information than we have ever had before, but not
enough facts and figures. However, three things have become
clear. Firstly, the Soviet Government made an enormous effort
to conceal the severity and extent of the disaster from their own
people and from the rest of the world, and doubtless other
governments with nuclear energy programmes were only too
happy to connive at the cover-up. Secondly, that the USSR badly
needs help in the treatment of radiation victims, in the recording
and registering of affected individuals, and in monitoring the
effects of radiation exposure on the human and animal popula-
tion, the environment and on the food chain. Thirdly, the techno-
logical resources of the USSR are quite inadequate to cope with
the reduction of residual radiation hazards and the effective
sealing of the •sarcophagus , (the building in the course of
erection over the damaged reactor). So, once again aninterna-
tional effort is required.

The problem is all the more urgent because it has been
suggested that the answer to the energy requirements of the

developing world lies in nuclear power, both from the economic
point of view and also to reduce emissions of carbon dioxide. A
similar argument has been put forward for reducing the con-
sumption of fossil fuels by the industrialized nations. Before
there is a new programme of construction of nuclear power
stations we need to know as much as we can about what
happened at Chernobyl, what have been the effects so far, and
what are the likely long term results. Another worry is the
difficulty of the safe control of nuclear energy in developing
countries if the USSR with all its technological sophistication
can undergo such a catastrophic failure.

An interesting study 'Clinical trials of homoeopathy" has re-
cently been published by some Dutch workers. They examined
107 controlled trials of which 105 had interpretable results. Of
these 105 trials the authors were surprised to find that 81 showed
a positive result (i.e. the treatment was effective), and 24 showed
no effect. In general, the conditions treated were rather trivial:
'pollinosis' (presumably hay-fever and asthma), influenza, dry
cough, sinusitis, migraine, bowel movements after operation and
duration of labour. Some of the disorders treated were distinctly
unpromising, such as hallux valgus, diabetes, filariasis, and
lymphoedema. The authors remained puzzled by the mechanism
of the homoeopathic effect and made a plea for further evalu-
ation by well conducted trials.

An interesting insight into 'oil wealth' has recently appeared.'
Classes in the United Arab Emirates are being increasingly
interrupted by the buzzing of the children's telephone pagers.
Pupils are asking permission to leave the classroom to answer
the call on their car phones.

Another odd item; a team of women rugby players from the
Soviet Union on a visit to Britain had no funds to buy food, so
brought their own salami sausages and pickledcucumbers,'
These supplies ran out after a few days, but they had also
brought vodka and caviar, which the British Customs and Excise
kindly allowed them to barter for food. Did they win their
matches? I couldn't find out!
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