NEWS

New programme of European fellowships
wreaks havoc with local pay scales

Munich. A new programme of postdoctoral
fellowships has caused a financial and
political upheaval throughout Eurepe, with
salaries varying as much as fourfold and
researchers criticizing the organizing body
for failing to make the rules clear.

Four months after the first fellowship
grants from the European Commission’s
(EC) Human Capital and Mobility pro-
gramme, participating countries are still try-
ing to work out how to pay their fellows.
Faulty assumptions about the appropriate
size of the stipend have made researchers
into cither princes or paupers and created
disruptive inequalities within laboratories.

The ECU488 million (US$710 million)
programme, which offers fellowships of up
to two years to work in another European
country, was designed to foster collabora-
tions across national boundaries. But it has
had problems since its inception last sum-
mer. The original announcement set a dead-
line of only two to three weeks, not nearly
enough for the necessary coordination be-
tween countries (see Nafure 359, 178; 1992).
Similarly, when the first grants were awarded
in November, universities found that it was
impossible to reconcile them within their
own laws.
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The fellowships provide the host institu-
tion with a lump sum to pass on to the
individual, but the amount was chosen with-
out consulting the institutions that would be
handling the grant. Twelve per cent is al-
lowed for administration and overhead, a
fraction so small that some universities are
reconsidering their decision to participate.

None of the money is for bench costs, a
point widely criticized by scientists. Jorg
Schneider, a German coordinator of EC
programmes, believes that this prohibition,
combined with severe overcrowding at most
universities, has discouraged German scien-
tists from agreeing to host fellowships. As a
result, only 82 German institutes applied as
hosts, compared with 316 in Britain and 237
in France.

The fellowship is supposed to go entirely
to the researcher, less an undefined small
amount for the cost of publications and
conferences. But the guidelines do not
specify whether the stipend is a grant and,
therefore, not subject to tax and social secu-
rity payments or a normal salary, in which
net income would vary considerably be-
tween countries according to national tax
and social security laws.

Administering the payments has proved
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to be a nightmare. For the most part, host
institutes have to negotiate individually with
cach fellow. “Every single thing that has
come out of the programme has been de-
signed tomake life more difficult, not easier”,
says Charlotte Beatson of the University of
Oxford. Couniries that have left the Ex-
change Rate Mechanism, such as Britain
and Spain, must also deal with the unpre-
dictable fluctuations in exchange rates be-
tween local currency and the ECU. In many
countrics, some money is being held back
pending an acceptable system of payment.

An initial decision by France to treat
most fellowships as grants, for example, has
been superseded by a recent agreement be-
tween the government and universities to
consider them as short-term contracts sub-
ject to normal deductions. The EC is happy
with the arrangement, which leaves the re-
searcher with a take-home salary close to the
local norm. But a special French law de-
signed to cover unemployment costs fol-
lowing termination of such contracts means
that any research institute or university
may make an additional deduction of up to
10 per cent.

The changes have forced British geo-
physicist Jeremy Henderson to forsake
a chance to work at the Institut de Physique
du Globe de Paris. On the verge of leaving
for France, he found out that he would
be subject to deductions of 60 per cent —
with an additional 20 per cent tax deduction
to come. “My family couldn’t live in Paris
on areduced salary when costs of accommo-
dation are so much higher than here”,
he says.

Germany, Belgium and the Netherlands
have as vet not decided whether the money
should be given as salary or bursary. Full
deductions mean a salary 20-30 per cent
lower than local colleagues; no deductions
make possible one that is double the local
salary. Frans Martens of the Netherlands
says that salaried contracts are preferable
because they “ensure a good status” for the
researcher but that take-home pay should
match local conditions. In Belgium, the
problem is complicated by the different
regulations in the federal regions of Flan-
ders and Wallonia.

German institutes have tried to find indi-
vidual temporary solutions, leading to cases
in which fellows could earn as little as a
laboratory assistant or as much as a full
professor. Some universities have washed
their hands of the matter, giving fellows the
full lump sum and leaving them to take on
the complex German tax and social security
system — in a foreign language.

In Italy, direct comparisons are difficult
because few short-term fellowships are is-
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sued nationally and the pay tends to be very
low. But the administration of the EC grants
isrelatively straightforward — a 20 per cent
tax charge to the national research council
and a 10 per cent charge to the university —
and researchers do well financially, earning
as much as four times the fellowship stipend
or twice that of an equivalent permanent
research worker.

British universities are also trying to
make arrangements at a local level to avoid
paying fellows the same salaries as depart-
ment heads. For example, the University of
Warwick holds back between a quarter and
a half of the grant for travel and publishing
(leaving the fellows very much better off
than their bench mates), but the University
of Cambridge was told that it could not ask
fellows to return some of their cash to the
university department forequipment or labo-
ratory consumables. Salaries are exempt
from tax in some universities.

Of host countries with the largest number
of fellowships, only in Denmark is the pro-
gramme working relatively smoothly. All
fellows there are given their money on a
contract basis, and their take-home pay does
not deviate significantly from local levels.

But even if the question of payments is
answered, a second problem is bound to
arisc. Researchers will naturally favour the
countries where they will be best off, putting
countries whose tax and social security laws
force them to offer low salaries at a distinct
disadvantage.

How could such an ambitious and well-
funded scheme have foundered so disas-
trously on such obvious and predictable
points? The European Commission has been
criticized for refusing to become involved
in solving the problems of the individuals it
funds, but it is not the only culprit. The
tortuous democratic processes of the Euro-
pean Communities mustalso share the blame,
with proposals designed by the commission
bounced to and fro among the European
Parliament, the commission and the Euro-
pean Council of Ministers. The original
proposal, for example, included provision
of bench fees within the fellowship money,
but it was eliminated to conform to the
wishes of the parliament to avoid any direct
support of research.

The commission erred in accepting sal-
ary figures from each member state without
consulting those who must administer the
grants, but its hands are tied to some extent
by the decisions of the Council of Ministers.
Although living costs and normal salary
deductions were taken into account, the
resulting scales are badly flawed.

The commission is working with mem-
ber states to resolve the immediate problem
of salaries, but a long-term solution to the
disparity within and between countries will
require a political decision. In the mean-
time, European scientists are trying not to let
their frustrations override their enthusiasm
for the principles behind the programme.

Alison Abbott
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Congress searches for new
role for energy laboratories

Washington. Two US lawmakers have
proposed different solutions to the pressing
problem of finding a civilian role for
the research laboratories operated by the
Department of Energy (DOE). One would
encourage all DOE laboratories, not just
those conducting weapons research, to
cooperate with industry in fields ranging
from the environment to health, advanced
manufacturing, space and high-performance
computing. The other would ask DOE
to narrow the mission of individual
laboratories and, perhaps, even to close
some of them,

The first bill, introduced on 2 March by
the chairman ofthe Senate Energy and Natu-
ral Resources committee, would require the
laboratories to spend at least 10 per cent of
theirresearch dollars on cooperative projects
with industry, in line with recommenda-
tions from both the Bush and Clinton ad-
ministrations. The DOE spends about $6.6
billion a year on research and development
atmore than 20 laboratories scattered around
the country. The legislation, introduced by
Senator J. Bennett Johnston (Democrat,
Louisiana), would also simplify the paper-
work and other requirements for making
deals with private companies.

Not surprisingly, the directors of DOE’s
primary nuclear weapons research laborato-
ries — Lawrence Livermore in California
and the Los Alamos and Sandia laboratories
in New Mexico —- support any attempt to
diversify their business now that the Cold
War has ended. In a November letter to just-
elected President Clinton, they offered their
services in supercomputing, environmental
monitoring and other fields where “science
and technology can help make a difference”
to the US economy.

Pete Lyons, the deputy director for en-
ergy and environmental research at Los
Alamos, says that his centre would like
eventually to spend as much as 20 per cent
of'its budget on partnerships with industry,
a figure that Clinton mentioned during his
campaign as a ceiling for such efforts. More
than that, says Lyons, would be a mistake:
“You can’t sustain a laboratory on technol-
ogy transfer.”

In fact, critics of this approach claim that
turning the energy laboratories into high-
technology ‘job shops’ without specific re-
sponsibilities is a recipe for disaster. In-
stead, they say, the laboratories should have
a few clearly defined ‘core missions’ against
which their performance can be measured.

US Representative George Brown
(Democrat, California), the chairman of the
House Science, Space and Technology com-
mittee, has suggested that weapons research
might be consolidated at one or two labora-
tories, with the others being converted pri-
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marily to civilian uses such as improving the
environment. Brown was expected this week
to introduce a bill that would require DOE to
report on how it might accomplish this cost-
cutting and consolidation.

Brown may also ask for the creation of a
laboratory closure commission similar to
that established to decide which US military
bases should be closed. But the politics of
closing any government facility — particu-
larly if it involves cutting high-technology
jobs — may prevent this. Even realigning
personnel is politically difficult, says Edward
Frieman of the Scripps Institution of Ocea-
nography, who chaired a task force last year
that advised DOE on the future of its labo-
ratories. Erich Bloch, former director of the
National Science Foundation and a senior
fellow at the nonprofit Council on Competi-
tiveness, which conducted a similar study
last year, says that the three weapons labora-
tories are “unkillable”.

Not that Brown, or anyone else, has
pinpointed which laboratories, if any, should
be closed. But with some 700 federally run
laboratories and a diminishing need for de-
fence-related research, the government has
a problem of oversupply. Meanwhile, agen-
cies such as the Department of Commerce
intend to create new centres to feed the
Clinton administration’s desire to transfer
technology from government to the private
sector. Next week, Energy Secretary Hazel
O’Leary will testify before Johnston’s com-
mittee about her vision for the laboratories.

Tony Reichhardt

India moves ahead
on rocket contract

New Delhi. India has selected four private
and two government companies to start
making engine components using the cryo-
genic rocket technology that it is purchasing
from Russia over the objections ofthe United
States.

The $80-million contract with Glav-
kosmos will enable India to build engines to
power the upper stage of a rocket to launch
2.5-tonne satellites into a geostationary
orbit. The United States has imposed a
two-year ban on exports of space technol-
ogy to the Indian space agency because it
considers the contract to be a breach of an
international agreement to prevent the spread
of nuclear technology (see Nature 357, 99;
1992), but the Russian president, Boris
Yeltsin, assured Indian officials last month
during a visit that his country would abide
by the agreement signed by the former
Soviet Union. The first launch is planned
for 1995, K.S. Jayaraman
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