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NEWS OF THE WEEK

CAMBRIDGE, U.K.—In what has been
deemed by many as a cautious 2006–’07
budget for the United Kingdom, there is
much shuffling of responsibilities for sci-
ence and technology funding but little new
cash. In his 22 March budget statement,
Chancellor Gordon Brown said the govern-
ment will spend more on second-
ary school science education,
restructure funding councils that
oversee biomedical and physical
sciences, and create a “radically
simplified” method of allocating
research overheads to universi-
ties. Brown also promised to foot
half the bill for a new “virtual
institute” to develop technolo-
gies that can help lower carbon
emissions; f ive major energy
companies have agreed to cofund
it.  Researchers are generally
pleased by the changes, but many
say they want to see the details,
which should be made public in
the next few weeks.

As part of a generous package
for state secondary schools, Brown
is proposing to spend $53 million

training 3000 new science teachers who actu-
ally have degrees in the subjects they will
teach—chemistry, physics, and biology.
Unions are enthusiastic: Steve Sinnott, general
secretary of the National Union of Teachers,
said the government is to be “congratulated”
for “exactly the kind of vision we want.”

But Brown’s rearranging of the science
funding furniture has met with a mixed
response. For example, he outlined a scheme
to take the funding of the Medical Research
Council and the research managed by the
Department of Health and merge it into a sin-
gle fund of “at least” $1.74 billion per year.
This tidying-up effort is “good news,” accord-
ing to a statement by Mark Walport, director of
the giant biomedical foundation the Wellcome
Trust. But Walport is “concerned that the fig-
ure mentioned … is considerably less” than
the current total of the two agencies’ research
budgets. A Treasury Department spokes-
person says this number isn’t meant to be a cap
but a general indicator of size, and that scien-
tists will have a chance to debate it all before a
decision is made later this year.

University of Edinburgh physicist Ian
Halliday, president of the European Science
Foundation, says he sees in this proposed
merger a hint of the “British disease: Let’s
take something that works and see if we can’t
make it better.” It might be wiser to follow an
American adage, he suggests: “If it ain’t
broke, don’t fix it.” For the same reason, Hal-
liday is wary of another proposal that would
split the Particle Physics and Astronomy
Research Council—a body he formerly
headed—and merge the parts with two other
councils. The aim is to give one research
council responsibility for all spending on big
research facilities, such as telescopes, parti-
cle accelerators, and neutron sources. 

University leaders, however, seem
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Physics Institute Settles Suit, Takes Steps to Increase Diversity
“This book is stolen. Written in part on stolen
time, that is.” When science journalist Jeff
Schmidt penned those words, he inadvertently
began a 6-year legal tale that even he didn’t see
coming. The yarn ended last month, as Schmidt
settled a lawsuit against his former employer,
the American Institute of Physics (AIP), which
represents 10 professional societies.

In the suit, Schmidt claimed that AIP, based
in College Park, Maryland, fired him in 2000
for protesting the lack of racial diversity on the
editorial staff of AIP’s magazine Physics

Today. AIP says it was responding to his claim
that he used company time to write his book
Disciplined Minds: A Critical Look at

Salaried Professionals and the Soul-Battering

System That Shapes Their Lives. The book’s
first line says as much, although Schmidt says
he was engaging in hyperbole.

Under the settlement, most of which is
public, AIP admits no wrongdoing. Schmidt,
who was an editor at Physics Today for 19 years,
receives compensation for lost wages and ben-
efits, pain and suffering, and legal fees. He

also got his job back—just long enough to
resign—and a recommendation that says his
work consistently met or exceeded require-
ments. “Getting any one of these terms would
have surprised me,” Schmidt says. “Getting all
of them is amazing.”

The Washington Lawyers Committee for
Civil Rights and Urban Affairs, which helped
represent Schmidt, reports in a press release
that AIP also agreed in the settlement to sup-
port efforts by the National Society of Black
Physicists (NSBP) and the National Society of
Hispanic Physicists (NSHP) to become non-
voting members. If invited, AIP will also con-
duct a science writing course at the next NSBP
annual conference, according to the release.
AIP would not comment on the settlement.

“Historically, AIP has always worked with
the NSBP and NSHP to promote diversity,”
says Marc Brodsky, AIP executive director and
CEO. Brodsky says Physics Today now has at
least one minority editor but that he doesn’t
generally ask employees about their ethnicity.

As the dispute wore on, Schmidt, 59, became

a minor cause célèbre among some physicists.
Hundreds signed a statement accusing AIP of
squelching free expression.

Jean Kumagai, an editor at Physics Today

from 1989 to 1999, says she and Schmidt
raised the issue of workplace diversity with
higher-ups. “We suggested that they actually
practice what they had on paper as a policy,”
says Kumagai, now an editor at IEEE Spectrum

magazine. “And that didn’t go over too well.” 
However, Graham Collins, an editor at

Scientific American who worked at Physics

Today from 1991 to 1998, says Schmidt deserves
some of the blame for the conflict. “There were
serious problems at the magazine, but he was one
who tended to exacerbate the situation.”

Schmidt, who has not been employed
since he was f ired, credits researchers for
speaking out. “I think physicists protested my
f iring because it made the institution of
physics look as political as other fields,” he
says. But, he adds, few voiced concern about
racial diversity.

–ADRIAN CHO
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Inside the box. A budget prepared by U.K. Chancellor Gordon Brown

highlights the value of science but hews to steady-state funding.
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delighted with another announcement—
Brown’s promise to overhaul the Research
Assessment Exercise (RAE), a process that
ranks departments by merit every 4 to 5 years
and allocates funding for overhead costs of
research. Critics say it has concentrated
wealth in elite universities and destroyed
some good departments elsewhere (Science,

4 February 2005, p. 668). Peter Cotgreave,
head of the advocacy group Campaign for
Science and Engineering in the U.K., says,
“abolishing the RAE is the best thing they
could do.” Brown hasn’t provided details of
what might replace the RAE. But few will
mourn its demise.

–ELIOT MARSHALL

www.sciencemag.org SCIENCE VOL 311 31 MARCH 2006 1849

Nuclear Neighbors Talk Science
NEW DELHI—A devastating act of nature has
led to the first-ever official talks on possible
scientific collaborations between India and
Pakistan. Last week, three senior Indian sci-
ence administrators met in Islamabad with
seven of their Pakistani counterparts to
explore mitigation strategies in the wake of
last fall’s deadly earthquake in Kashmir.
Seismology has long been a touchy subject for
these rival nuclear powers. Joint research proj-
ects in weather, climate, and agricultural
sciences were also discussed.

India is expected to host a second meeting
later this year and has offered Pakistan its tour-
ing “science train” exhibit touting the country’s
accomplishments. –PALLAVA BAGLA

Spain Says Sí on Stem Cells
BARCELONA—The Spanish government has
decided to authorize and fund the use of
human embryos in somatic cell nuclear trans-
fer experiments. The proposed legislation
would allow this particular use of human
embryos, also known as therapeutic cloning,
for the first time. It updates a 2004 law that
authorized studies on unused embryos from
fertility clinics—but not nuclear transfer.
Francisco Gracia, director of the Ministry of
Health research funding agency, says that
calling the nucleated egg an “activated egg”
rather than an embryo will help skirt sensitive
issues in a Catholic country.

Approval is expected before the end of the
year, making Spain the fourth European coun-
try to fund such work. –XAVIER BOSCH

New School Science Journal
Help is on the way for Europe’s secondary
school science teachers. A new print and online
journal, Science in School (scienceinschool.org),
made its debut this week with the ambitious
goal of providing teachers with news about
research, teaching practices, and policy devel-
opments that affect the profession. “Our focus
will be on secondary school teachers, but we
hope to reach an international audience,”
explains Eleanor Hayes, the journal’s editor and
only full-time staffer.

The quarterly journal is being published
by a consortium of Europe’s seven largest
intergovernmental research organizations and
is based at the European Molecular Biology
Laboratory in Heidelberg, Germany. A Ph.D.
insect biologist, Hayes relies on volunteers to
write and review articles for the magazine,
which is making its 20,000 print copies avail-
able upon request. –JEFFREY MERVIS

SCIENCESCOPE

CNR Reform Moves Ahead, But Critics Cry Foul
TRIESTE, ITALY—Italy has begun to reform its
National Research Council (CNR). But some
scientists are worried that the changes are
damaging and unlikely to improve the produc-
tivity of its 110 national institutes.

One goal is to make the institutes more
attuned to national needs. By managing its
projects and allocating funding through 11
new departments, says CNR governing board
member and former president Luigi Rossi-
Bernardi, the council will be transformed
“from a traditional disciplinary structure to a
mission-oriented organization, similar to that
of the French CNRS and the Max Plank Soci-
ety.” Earlier this month, CNR President Fabio
Pistella nominated directors for the new
departments and announced that 67 existing
institutes satisfy criteria of size and funds and
will now move on to be scientifically assessed.

But the selection of the first batch of insti-
tutes has been criticized by scientists, including
some members of Pistella’s own scientif ic
council. In an open letter to Pistella, 39 of Italy’s
top scientists called for greater transparency
and consultation in the selection process, which
took no account of scientif ic achievement.
Some scientists see Pistella’s move as an
attempt to push through CNR reform before the

country’s general elections in early April. Pis-
tella defended his actions and their timing, say-
ing that he is adhering to a reform plan whereby
institutes with adequate “concentration of
resources” and “critical mass” move forward
for assessment of activities. But Luciano
Pietronero, head of the Complex Systems Insti-
tute in Rome, says that directors’ internal evalu-
ations were ignored in the selection, wasting
2 years of reporting to management.

Under the new structure, the funds from the
research ministry are earmarked for particular
departments: for example, 19% for the new
materials and devices department, 5% for
energy and transport. Then institutes apply to
work on 76 projects run by the departments,
through some 700 parcels of work known as
commesse. However, the value of the commesse

barely covers fixed costs, says Franco Miglietta,
research manager at CNR’s Biometeorology
Institute in Florence, and institutes must find
cash for research elsewhere.

The restructuring follows the CNR reform
law passed by the Italian parliament in 2003
and will transform the $1.2-billion-a-year
council into a resource “for the social and
economic development of the country,” says
Pistella. Although 15% of the budget will
be allocated to “curiosity-driven research,”
Pistella suggests that CNR’s role is not basic
science. “Universities are the place for
research not directly targeting goals of com-
petitiveness in manufacturing or meeting indi-
vidual and collective needs,” he told Science.

The fate of the rest of the CNR institutes
will be decided within 3 months “after further
considerations,” says Rossi-Bernardi. CNR
may be planning some clustering and network-
ing of institutes, according to documents
circulated last month.

Many researchers believe that much of the
change is simply adding unnecessary bureau-
cracy, and doubters have their eyes set on next
month’s general elections. Molecular biologist
Arturo Falaschi of the Scuola Normale univer-
sity center in Pisa says that only a change of gov-
ernment will allow the creation of “a CNR on a
par with organizations like the German Max
Planck Society or the U.K. research councils.”

–SUSAN BIGGIN

Susan Biggin is a writer in Trieste, Italy.

ITALY

Top down. CNR President Fabio Pistella wants the
council to follow national goals.C
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