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Relax Chi cken Little. It’s
sta tis tics, not the sky, that
we shoul d be quest i oni ng

T
ODAY I run the gamut of scie n ce from A to A – that is, from
AIDS to ast e roi ds.

What links two such seemingly disp arate sub jects is the way in
which they spew up an iconic nume rol ogy in their wake. By iconic I
mean that onc e a figure, suitably cos s eted in quali fi cation s, appears in
prin t, eve ryone and his dog pick up on the number and make it gospel.

Consid er the thesis that ove r the nex t 50 years Nor th Amer icans
have a one -in -6,000 risk of bei ng killed by an ast e roi d. In Jun e,
The New Yor k Times pub lis hed the fright/scare/risk number and it
im mediat ely bega n ap pearing eve ryw here – inclu ding, in somewhat
different for ms, twic e in this newsp aper.

It’s ter rifyi ng becau se it proje cts death by ast e roi d as a much gre ater
risk than from tor nadoes (on e in 50,000), airplan e cr ashes (on e in
20,000) and just a bit lowe r than by ele ctrocutio n (o ne in 5,000).

Of a popula t ion of abou t 280 mil lio n people in the U.S. and Canada,
it seems that ove r a span of 50 years about 5,600 wil l be kil led by
to rna does, 14,000 by airplan e cr ashes – but more than 46,000 wil l
ex pire after bei ng bonked by space rocks.

Cove r your hea ds, Chi cke n Li ttles.

Or shoul d you?

"A s k what’s the mos t li kely number of people who wil l be kil led
by ast e roi ds in the nex t two centur ies and the answe r is zero," adm it s
Clark Chapman, a pla net ary scie n tis t in Tucson, Ariz., who wit h his
colleague Dav id Mor ris on or igi nat e d the Tim e s’ figure s.

What the pair worked from are estim ates that a large ast e roi d

It sou nds so neat, but sit on the numbers just a lit tle and they squ ish
all ove r the place. The re has been no dis c e rnible cycle to ast e roi d
collisio ns.

"You mig ht not have any thing that size for five mil lio n ye ars and
then three in a day ", com ments Richard Griev e, a geophys ici st wit h
the Dep artment of Ene rgy, Min es and Resou rces in Ott awa .

Equally mur k y is what a real death tol l might be. Various estim ates
in clu ded in a table of a paper Dr. Chapman pre sent e d in Oct ober
sh ow that while some have pre dicted a tot al kill-off, the scie n tific
cons ens us forecasts somewhere bet ween 10 and 20 mil lio n fa talit ies
wo r ldwide. If Nor th Amer ica got its rou ghly one -millio n sh are then
the risk of bei ng killed by an ast e roi d in the nex t 50 years shrinks to
on e-in-1.6 mil lio n. This is, on a risk-analys is basis , le ss than the
li kelihood of bei ng killed by firewo rks.

All of whi c h le ads me to doubt the wisdom of usi ng any iconic
asteroi d number. All that can be sensibly said about the risk of the
sk y fa l ling on us is this: If a rock, the diameter of two CN Towe rs
la id end to end, does hit the earth, a lot of you are likely to die. But
in the meantim e, all pot entia l Chicke n Li ttles shoul d throw out thei r
moldy salmon, sto p sm oking and fasten those seat bel ts.

And now to AIDS. One of the que s tion s contin ually aske d after
the baske tball star Mag ic Johnson was diagn ose d as bei ng infected
with the HIV vir us wa s when Mag ic or any one els e in his posit ion
will come down with AIDS proper. The mos t co mmon, but unfor-
tunately wrong, answe r wa s 10 years.

What a varie ty of studies do sugge s t is that somewhere bet ween
10 and 11 years after they were infected, half the people obs erved
ha d full-blown cases of AIDS. When wil l all HIV-posit ive people
ge t AIDS? May be ver y mu ch lat e r, and may be, just may be, nev er.

The cau se for some optim ism is an ongo ing study of 524 gay men
in San Francis co. The study bega n in 1978 to docum e n t the sprea d
of the sex ually transmitt e d hepatitis B vir us: AIDS res earche rs hav e
been able to make use of blood samples whi c h we re frozen after the
or igi nal hepatitis analys is.

This has allowe d them to identify men who were or became HIV
posit ive in the per iod 1978-191. As mig ht be suspect e d, mos t – 361
– men have come down with ful l-blown AIDS. Another 116 show
so m e signs of immun e damag e associat e d with the syn drome. But
47 men, 9 per cent of the origi nal group, are per fectly healthy.

And of that number, 31men have taken non e of the anti-vir al dr ugs
that are giv en to HIV-posit ive people to ward off the ons et of the dis-(a bou t 1. 25 kilo m etres across) has str uck Ear th on

av erage eve ry 300,000 years. They then facto red
in a hypot heti c a l death tol l fr om the col lisi on.

The assump tion is that it isn’t bei ng st ruck on the
hea d that wil l kill people but the col lat e r al effects –
tid a l wave s and pla net-cooli ng dust clouds. For thei r
analys is, the scie n tis t s assume d that eve ry liv ing hu-
ma n on the face of the pla net met his or her maker
on ast e roi d-imp act day. Thu s , thei r on e-in-6,000 fig-
ure arises sim p ly by div iding 50 years into a 300,000 -
ye ar pos sib le arriv a l time and assuming tot al dest ruction.

ea s e. Their bodie s , fo r re asons that the San Fran-
ci sco researche rs suspect may be linke d to a gen eti c
predisposit ion, are just better at fighting off AIDS.

"We don’t know how long they wil l take to pro -
gres s to AIDS or eve n if they wil l prog res s," says
Su s a n Bu chb i nde r, a docto r with the San Francis co
Department of Pub lic Health , which is con ducting
the study.

I hope the latt e r is so becau se this is a dis ease
where eve n a sci ntil la of statis ti c a l ho pe looms large
ov er a fiel d so lit tered with the dea d and dyi ng.
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The article EM911 7 reprint e d abov e is use d, tog ether with EM9013 and
EM9210 , in Fig ure 7.2 of the STAT 220 Course Mat e ria ls.
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