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Perils in the all-American home

New threats to health, how to greet extraterrestrial visitors and the trauma of taking
journalism seriously. Just a few of the topics at i
for the Advancemen

of the American Association

F YE MILLION  homes
threughout the US may
have danperous amounts of
radon gas bubkling out of soils
beneath their Mpors. Some
homes built above granite rocks
containing uranium hiwe up to
200 times the upper liminthat
the Environmental Protechion Agency
(EPA) proposes for radon in ir. Now,
scientists report, the phenomenon tay be
even more widespread than they thoupk
Homes built on soils where there is A0
recorded uranium are at risk. “The ore
data we get, the bigger the groblem

becomes,” said Arthur Socolow’from the g

Pennsylvania Geological Sup ey.

Radon is one of a series’of decay prod- 3#

ucts of uranium. Its imn
radium; radon has a Half life of four days
and decays to polopfum. But radon poses a
unique hazard be€ause it is an inert gas that
can bubble owt of soils and accumulate in

€diate precursor is

houses. A “session at the AAAS on
indoor rafon heard that between 2000
and 20000 Americans probably die

NASA has a programme to look for
intelligence  elsewhere in the
Universe. The Search for Extraterrestrial
Intelligence (SETI) has concentrated on
detecting radiation in the microwave
region of the electromagnetic spectrum.
Microwaves started leaking away from the
Earth when humans started to play around
with electromagnetism and now fill a
sphere about 100 light-years in diameter.
NASA is developing equipment to allow
radiotelescopes to look for microwaves that
might be deliberately aimed in our direc-
tion from space.

John Rather, a vice president of the
Kaman Aerospace Corporation, believes
that it may be a mistake to concentrate on
microwave radiation at the expense of
other wavelengths. He main-
tains that lasers could be used
0 communicate  through
space. Microwaves may pro-
duce a better signal-to-noise
ratio than lasers at the
moment, but “it appears quite
likely that it is possible to
deliver adequate power for
much greater information
transfer to many more stars
per unit time by using laser
methods”.

The advocates of SETI
favoured microwaves because
they are transmitted by human
activities and because mole-
cules that are important to life
on Earth show up as lines in
the microwave spectrum. §
Rather believes that astrono- 2}
mers should consider looking
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every year from lund cancers brought on
by radon. It may second only to
cigarettes as a cause of cadeers.

Sweden has been concerned for A2
number of years about radon seeping frém
granite gravels, and Britain has recently

at laser wavelengths because thay are not
produced as “noise” or by natural pro-
cesses. Astronomers have made many dis-
coveries by looking at wavelengths that
stand out from the “normally occuring
mundane objects in the regime”, as Rather
puts it.

Quasars, pulsars, black holes and
neutron stars were all found or confirmed
because of their distinctive radiation
characteristics. not because of their resem-
blance to ordinary stars. “So building new
technologies o~ examine unexplored
regimes, where it has been consistently
found that the most interesting objects
announce themselves in no uncertain

terms, has led to explosive advancement in
our knowledge of the Universe.”

Second biggest source of
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wanted to send a message would pick ar
“unnatural™ wavelength that will show ug
with maximum contrast to the natura
environment.

can be aimed very accurately at a target,
thus making it possible to make better use
of the transmitted energy. A well designed
laser would be very bright with a high
signal-to-noise ratio and a wide bandwidth,
giving it the ability to se
rates anywhere in the galxy.

because it would allow us to send—or
receive—far more conplex signals. What
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Perhaps then, any civilisation tha

Lasers also have the advantage that they

data at very high

Rather would like a large bandwidth

might we find in any message from space?
He talked of sending the genetic code for a
“fully educated, functioning
human being” "
A truly advanced intelligent
species might, if it has not
blown itself up before it gets
that far, “have evolved to a
more complex state. It is even
possible that they may have
developed from organic bodies
to some state, such as self-
replicating  electronic  bodies
that are much more versatile
than organic matter.” JThese
people might then squirt them-
selves into_space on_a laser
T 1€ pace of devel-
opment is such, says Rather,
that “there are definite possi-
bilites for achieving data rates

Smart enough 1o clone a human, t00?
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sufficient to transmit Jarge
numbers  of the alien
species”. O }
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