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Meet Me at the Edge of the World
How rich is the geography of
your mind?
READERS INTERNATIONAL(RI)
will help you explore new worlds
—through literature.

How better to view a culture, or a
people, than through the eyes of
their most talented writers?
Acknowledged masters, till now
undiscovered in English, from
Nicaragua, South Korea, India.
Acclaimed young writers from
South Africa, Poland, Lebanon,
the USSR.

Silenced voices now able to
speak, from China, the
Philippines, Argentina.

For a very modest subscription,
($9.30 + p&p), you can help
bring these good books into
English—and enjoy them yourself,
in fine, hardcover editions.

Every other month RI's editors,
translators and advisors select a

new, important book from
beyond the borders of English.

Begin with THE EDGE OF
THE WORLD, Janusz
Anderman's new dispatches
from underground Warsaw.
"Anderman writes, apparently
with the harshest realism,"
says the Los Angeles Times,
"yet there is something magical
in the result."

From South Africa comes
Ahmed Essop, praised by
Nadirte Gordimer as one of
Africa's best new talents.
Urgent works from Seoul,
Montevideo, and Bucharest
will follow.

Give these and other powerful
writers a voice in English.
Return the coupon now.

A J READERS INTERNATIONAL
•I PO Box 959, Columbia, LA71418

Good Books and a Good Cause

Books build bridges, East to
West and South to North.
Please begin my subscription to RI with
The Edge of the World from Warsaw, at the
S9.30 subscriber price (+ SI.65 p&p). Send
RI's latest book at the same price every
other month, I may cancel at any ame.

Name

Address Apt. It

City State ZIP
3 Payment enclosed of S10.95 (Can.313.75).
G Bill my D MasterCard or D VISA.

Card no. Expiry date

Signature

SPECIAL SAVINGS: Prepay a year's
subscription for six books at just
$7.50 a book (+ $1.65 p&p):
D Payment enclosed of S55 (Can$65).
D Bill my credit card for US$55.
Mail to: RI, P.O. Box 959

Columbia, LA 714718 |TT 22

35mm

Prints
and Slides
from the
same foil

Seattle FilmWorks has adapted
Kodak's professional Motion

Picture film for use in your 35mm
camera. Now you can use the same
film—with the same fine grain and
rich color saturation—Hollywood's

top studios demand. Its wide
exposure latitude is perfect for

everyday shots. You can capture
special effects, too. Shoot it in

bright or low light—at up to 1200
ASA. All for a surprisingly low
processing cost. And Seattle

FilmWorks lets you choose prints or
slides, or both, from the same roll—
without the high cost of slide film.

Try this remarkable film today!

SEND ME 2 ROLLS FREE!
D RUSH me two 20-exposure rolls of

Kodak MP film, Eastman 5247® (200
ASA) and 5294® (640 ASA). Enclosed
is $2 for shipping and handling.
100% Satisfaction Guaranteed

NAME.

ADDRESS.

CITY._

STATE. .ZIP.

Mail to: Seattle FilmWorks 4655
5003rdAve.W.
P.O. Box 34056
Seattle, WA 98124-1056

Kodak. 5247 and 5294 arc trademarks of Eastman Kodak Co. Seattle
FilmWorks is wholly separate from the manufacturer. Process at
Seattle FilmWorks with limited availability from other labs.
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David F. DeSante wanted to know why
the birds had stopped singing
in the summer of 1986.
His search for an answer would lead
him to a startling conclusion-
one with implications far beyond his
own field of ornithology.

insects, which, in the vicinity of PRBO, pri-
marily emerge from flowing water in small
creeks that contain decomposing materials.

So whatever had affected the majority of
the birds at the observatory appeared to in-
volve the primary production food chain, or
food web—such as caterpillars and other lar-

vae that eat new plant growth, and are, in
turn, eaten by many bird species. DeSante's
explanation as to how Chernobyl fallout
could have spurred infant and juvenile bird
mortality is based on the fact that radioac-
tive contaminants become increasingly con-
centrated as they move up the food chain.

A potent example of this "transfer factor,"
which measures the amount of radiation
transferred and concentrated in the food web,
is that fish that feed on algae and ocean sedi-
ments have been found to concentrate radio-
nuclides to levels far surpassing the amounts
found in the water in which they live.

So it would follow that woodpeckers and
swallows—which feed on insects that in turn
feed on dead and decaying wood and vegeta-
tion, which absorbs no rainwater and hence
no iodine-131, the primary radioactive iso-
tope found in North American Chernobyl fall-
out—would be the least affected. In fact, those
birds showed no decline at all. However, other
insectivorous birds showed declines of 63 to
65 percent. Foods such as caterpillars and
other insect larvae are important sources of
forage for the Warbling Vireo and Black-head-
ed Grosbeaks, which suffered a complete re-
productive failure in the vicinity of PRBO in
1986. Seed-eaters showed a decline of about
50 percent. Circumstantial evidence was
strong for DeSante's food-web hypothesis.

The effects of iodine-131 are well-
documented in sheep, cattle, swine and hu-
mans, but no comparable studies have been
conducted on birds. The isotope, which has
a half-life of eight days and a full radioactive
life of 160 days, tends to accumulate in the
thyroid, where it proceeds to disrupt the pro-
duction of vital body-regulating hormones.
This can result in health problems ranging
from reproductive problems, hypothy-
roidism and mental retardation to respirat-
ory problems and lowered immune system
response. DeSante believes that ingestion of
the isotope may have similar effects on birds.

This opinion is not shared by I. Lehr Bris-
bin, senior staff scientist at the Savannah
River Ecology Laboratory (SREL). The lab is
located on land where nuclear reactors at
the Savannah River Plant have been secretly
releasing radiation for three decades. For
example, in 1956, 1576 curies of iodine-131
were released from the plant without public
notice. By way of comparison, Three Mile
Island's nuclear power plant released about
14 curies of iodine-131 in 1979.
The "weather thing": "1 would be
orienting toward a weather thing," Brisbin
told In These Times. "There is no question
in my mind that something happened," yet
he said he remained skeptical of the Cher-
nobyl hypothesis.

But even a cursory examination of weather
records and bird productivity data for the

I past decade at PRBO and other bird obser-
| vatories that noted a decline in landbirds
3 reveals that a "weather thine" in 1986 was
£

£not the cause. However, the reproductive
| failures did coincide geographically with the

rain associated with the passage of the May
6, 1986, Chernobyl cloud over coastal
Washington, Oregon and northern Califor-
nia. No past heavy spring rains, the most
severe drought of the century in 1976-77 or
other unusual weather conditions, such as
the 1982-83 El Nino winter of excessive rain-
fall, produced such severe effects on PRBO
landbird productivity as seen in the summer
of 1986. These events resulted in only a 19
percent to 32 percent decline, compared to
a 625 percent reduction in 1986 at PRBO,
according to DeSante.

Brisbin said that SREL twice analyzed 34
dead birds—representing 16 species that De-
Sante recovered during the 1986 banding op-
eration—and found that they were "com-
pletely clean" of any radioactive isotopes,
although he refused to release the test re-
sults to In These Times.

It is not surprising that Brisbin's tests did

not detect the short-lived iodine-131, be-
cause his tests were conducted more than
a year after the birds died. But Brisbin said
that no cesium-137, which has a half-life of
30 years and a full radioactive life of 600
years, was detected either. He said this
proves that iodine-131 could not be impli-
cated in the bird deaths since "it is absolutely
physically impossible for the iodine-131 to
fall from the sky without the cesium." Thus
he believes that iodine-131 could not have
caused any problems.

"The bottom line," Brisbin stressed, "is
that whether it is xenon, plutonium or iodine,
or any isotope, it is impossible for the fallout
to get into the food web and into the bird
without some cesium showing up. Cesium is
the most ubiquitous, the easiest detected,
and would be selectively taken up and stored
in the skeletal muscles. Now we're talking
about 35 years worth of study on this very
same process—how radioactive contamin-
ants cycle through the environment and food
chains—here at the Savannah River Plant."

But Brisbin's explanation leaves much un-
explained. Although a score of short- and long-
lived radionuclides were detected over Paris
on April 29,1986, three days after the accident
began, the composition of the Chernobyl fall-
out varied as the reactor core continued to
burn for 10 more days. Japanese scientists
noted in the June 1986 issue of the British
journal Nature that "the highest concentra-
tions of radioactivity, to which iodine-131 was
the chief contributor, were found in the sam-
ples collected between May 5 and 10, and per-
sisted for several days."

No one knows for sure how much iodine-
131 fell on northern California during the
Chernobyl fallout because the Environmen-
tal Protection Agency (EPA) did not monitor
there. However, in cities such as Portland,
Ore., and Olympia and Spokane, Wash., simi-
lar in climate to northern California, samples
showed high levels of iodine-131 in the rain
from May 5-22, 1986. The highest level of

Continued on page 22

British bird data
shows similar trend

British ornithologists may have unwit-
tingly witnessed the aftereffects of Cher-
nobyl on many varieties of birds as late
as the summer of 1987, Without attribut-
ing the cause to Chernobyl, the British
Trust for Ornithology reported in the
March/April 1988 issue of the British Trust
News that the number of adult birds
caught in 1987 at 63 sites in Great Britian
and Ireland was much lower than in 1986,
and that the number of captured young
birds in 1987 was much greater than that
of the previous year.

Ornithologist David F. DeSante, for-
merly of the Point Reyes Bird Observat-
ory, said that these findings were "per-
fectly analogous" to the 1987 landbird
data he and his co-researchers collected.
"Their results were not as severe as ours,
but it shows exactly the same trend," he
said. "We also captured relatively few
adults birds in 1987. This was to be ex-
pected, of course, because so few youngs
were produced in 1986."

Although the number of birds netted
last summer by DeSante and his co-work-
ers was higher than that of 1986 and 1987,
the ornithologist said he doesn't expect
the adult birds to achieve their pre-1986
population levels until 1990 or 1991.

-K.M.
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