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MIND

AND MATTER

STEPHEN STRAUSS

Rdax Chicken Little. It's
datistics, not the sky, that
we should be questioning

AIDS to astepids.

What inks two sich seeamingly dispaate subjeds is the way in
which they spew up an conic numeology in ther wake. By iconic |
mean ha oncea figure, suitably cossetd n qudifications gopeas in
print, everyone and Hs dog ek up on he number and nake it gogd.

Congder the hess tha over the rext 50 yeas North Americars
hare a mein-6,000 iisk of being killed ty an astepid. In lne
The New York Times pibished tre fright/sarerisk rumber and it
immedatdy began appaing e/erywhere — induding, in smewhat
different brms, twicein this rewspagpt

Its teriifying becau® it projeds de#h by astepid as a mch greder
risk than fom tornadbes pEnein 50,000) arplanecrasies ¢gnein
20,000 and just a iblowerthan by éedrocution (ore in 5000.

Of a pguation of alout280 nillion pegle in the US and Canda,
it seams ha over a pan of 50 yeas daut 5600 will be Klled ty
tornades, 4,000 ty arplanecrasies — bt more than 4,000 will
expre dter beingbonked ty space odks

Coveryour heads, ChickenLittles
Or shauld you?

'Ask what the nostlikely number of pegle who will be kiled
by astepids in the rexttwo centuries and the aweris zerd, admits
Clakk Chgpman, a gdaretay scientst in Tucsan, Ariz., who with his
cdleagle David Morrisonoriginatedthe Timesfigures

What the pair woked fom ae esimaes tha a large ateoid
(aboutl 25 kilomeres &rosy has srudk Earh on
avaage @ety 300000 eas They then fidored
in a typothdical deah toll from the @llisian.

The assumption is ha it isrt beingstrudk on the
headthat will kill pegole kut the wllatereffeds —
tidal wavesand paret-coding dust douds. For their
anaysis, the sientstsassunedthat every living hu
manon he fae of the paret met fis o her maker
on astepid-impact day Thus,their onein-6,000 fg-
ure aises smply by dviding 3 yeas into a30Q000-
yea posdble arival time and asuming btal destadion.

TODAY | run he gnut o scien@ from A to A — that is, fom

‘Ask what's the most
likely number of
people who will be
Killed by asteroidsin
the next two centuries
and the answer is
zero

‘Probabilities
W H. Chery

It sourds so ed, but st on the numbers just a ittle and they squish
all over the dace Thee has keen no dscenible ¢/de to astepid
cdlisions.

"You might not hare aything that sze for five million yeas and
then tiree n a day"commentsRichad Grieve a geoplysicis with
the Depatment ¢ Eneigy, Mines and Resurces in Ottawa.

Equdly murky is wha a real deth toll might be. \arious estaes
induded n a Ble o a paper Dr. Chgpman pesentedin Octolker
shav tha while me hae pedcted a otal kill-off, the ientfic
consenss fore@ds ®mevhere between 10 and 20 million fatalties
worldwide If North America got its oudhly one-million shae ten
the risk of beingkilled ty an atepid in the rext50 yeas drinks to
onein-L6 million. This is on a isk-analysis bass, les than he
likelihood d beingkilled ty fireworks.

All of which leads ne to dbult the wisdom d using ary icanic
ageroid number. All tha can ke ersibly said abaut the risk of the
skyfalling on us is tis: If a ok, the dameer d two CN Towelrs
laid end to enddoes ht the eath, a bt of you ae Ikely to de. But
in the mearine, dl potental ChickenLittles iould throw out their
mddy salmon, gop smding and fagen those sat kelts.

And row o AIDS. One d the questonscontinually askedafter
the baketdl star Magc bhnsm was dagnasedas keing infected
with the HIV virus waswhen Magt or aiyme dsein his stion
will come devn with AIDS proper The nost conmon, but unfor-
tunaely wrong, arswerwaslo yeas.

What a \ariety of studies do sggestis tha somewvhere between
10 and 1 yeas dter they wee infected half the peqple doseved
hadfull-blown cases of AIDS. When wil all HIV-positive pele
getAIDS? Mayke verymud later and maybe, ust maylke, reve.

The cau for ®Me @tmism & an mgong fudy of 524 cay nen
in San Frandsm. The stidy beganin 1978 to dbaumentthe pread
of the &xually trangmittedhepditis B virus AIDS reseaches have
been dle to make wse d blood anples vhichwere frozen dter the
original hepditis analysis.

This has dowedthem b idenify men who vere or keame HV
positive in the period ©78-191. As might be sipected most— 361
— men hae ®me devn with full-blown AIDS. Ancather 116 $owv
somesigrs of imnmune danageas®datedwith the yndrome. But
47 men, 9 per cent o the aiginal goup, are periedly heathy.

And d tha number, 3lmen hae aken roneof the antviral drugs
that ae gven to HIV-positive pegole to ward df the asetof the ds-
ease Ther bodes, for ressans ha the San Fan-
cisco resaarches suect may be inkedto a gendic
predspostion, are just keter & fighting of AIDS.

"We dorit know how long they will teke © pro-
gressto AIDS o evenif they will progress,says
SusarBudbirder a dodor with the San Fandsm
Depatment d& Pubic Heath, which is @mndicting
the gudy.

| hope the htteris 9 becaue this is a dsease
where eena <intilla of gatisticalhope looms lage
ove a field so Ittered with the deadand ding.
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