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Testing times: 550 staff at IRRI, the rice research 
centre, are receiving 'separation' notices. 

remain immune from 'donor fatigue' and the 
introduction of competition in the funding 
of research, particularly in the developed 
world. Ryan concurs by saying that a smaller 
workforce will lead to ICRISAT's research 
activities being sacrificed and could, if finan
cial problems persist, lead to closure of some 
of its units in Africa. 

But one source close to the agricultural 
research centre system believes that the cut
backs at IRRI will be less harmful, as they 
have been designed partly to jolt Asian coun
tries into contributing more to the centre 
given that "95 per cent of the world's rice is 
grown in Asia". He says the cutbacks will not 
affect research at IRRI as much as antici
pated. "IRRI was overstaffed, and a lot of 
pruning was needed." 

Employees at centres hit by the cuts are 
concerned about the size of the separation 
pay package. Ryan says that this will be 
announced after it has been approved by 
ICRISAT's governing board, which is sched
uled to meet at the end ofFebruary. 

ICRISAT's local Indian staff feel that a 
confrontation with management over a 
separation package may be unavoidable 
because of the institute's refusal to negotiate 
with its employees about an agreed formula 
for severance terms. 

Local staff, most of whom have 15 to 25 
years service, are demanding a minimum of 
three months' salary for each year of service. 
Axed Filipino staff at IRRI are to receive 
between one and two months' salary for each 
year of service, plus other entitlements. 

R. S. Paroda, director general of the Indi
an Council of Agricultural Research and a 
member of the ICRISAT board, declined to 
comment on the sackings as this might be 
seen as interfering with the institute's auton
omy. But he said that his council may employ 
former ICRISATstaff. Both Paroda and Ryan 
ruled out speculation that a lack of support 
could signal the end ofiCRISAT's operations 
in India. "I do not think the fund cuts were 
directed against ICRISAT;' says Ryan, adding 
that several other CGIAR centres face a simi
lar situation. K.S.Jayaraman&EhsanMasood 
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Nuclear vvaste peer revievv 
'needs more transparency' 
[LONDON] Scientists advising the UK gov
ernment on radioactive waste disposal have 
called on the waste management agency 
Nirex to open up its peer-review arrange
ments to independent scrutiny if it wants to 
retain public confidence in its activities. 

In a report assessing Nirex's proposals to 
publish and peer review its science, members 
of the government's Radioactive Waste Man
agement Advisory Committee (RWMAC) 
endorse the efforts of Nirex scientists to 
achieve greater transparency. But they say 
the peer-review arrangements need revising. 

The report appears at a critical time for 
Nirex. The waste agency is engaged in a heat
ed dispute about the integrity of its public 
information following the leak of an internal 
memorandum last week which raises ques
tions about the adequacy of data about the 
site at Sellafield, in the northwest ofEngland, 
where Nirex plans to bury waste from 
nuclear power stations. 

Nirex's scientific work is currently 
assessed by a review panel of external scien
tists appointed and paid for by the agency. 
But the RWMAC report, which was pub
lished last Tuesday (21 January), says there 
still remains a perception that the review 
panel is not fully independent from Nirex. 
The committee voiced "a residual concern" 
about the effect this might have on public 
confidence in the disposal of nuclear waste. 

The report suggests that Nirex publish a 
twice-yearly review report in addition to its 
proposed biennial document. The report 
also suggests that learned bodies, such as the 
Royal Society of Chemistry, should periodi
cally review Nirex's science, and that the 
agency should submit more of its research to 
peer-reviewed journals. 

Stephen Sparks, a professor of geology at 
the University of Bristol and former member 
ofNirex's review panel, says the panel is not 
afraid to be critical when offering advice. But 
he acknowledges that the panel's findings are 
published as "broad suggestions", omitting 
"the nitty-gritty details". 

Sparks says he welcomes the idea of 
independent assessment of Nirex research. 
The authority of independent assessors will 
exceed that of paid consultants, he says, 
"even if it is the same people". John Holmes, 
Nirex's director for science, also says he is 
"content with the report's conclusions". 

The memorandum leaked last week, of 
which Holmes was the author, appears to 
conflict with the agency's earlier statements. 
For example, Nirex has repeatedly rejected 
claims from other scientists and environ
mentalist groups that more data about the 
geology and hydrogeology of the Sellafield 

site are needed before it proceeds with plans 
to build an experimental underground rock 
laboratory needed for research into the 
proposed site (see Nature383, 751; 1996). 

Yet critics say that uncertainty still 
remains about the movement of radioactive 
leaks from buried waste through the under
ground rock, and the possibility that this 
radioactivity may return to the surface. 

In the memorandum, which is dated 10 
December 1996, Holmes says he is "con
cerned" that having spent £200 million 
(US$320 million), "the modellers are saying 
that we are short of data points by a factor of 
lOx or lOOx': He concludes by suggesting 
"more site characterization" as one of three 
options "to get to the bottom of this': 

Both statements appear to conflict with 
evidence given to a public inquiry into the 
rock laboratory last year at which Holmes 
said that "it is considered that remaining 
surface-based activities, while necessary to 
complete our picture, are very unlikely to 
substantially change our view of the site". 

Holmes says that his more recent memo
randum refers to "off-the-cuff comments" 
made by a modeller and does not acknow
ledge the need to postpone the rock labora
tory and obtain more data instead by drilling 
additional boreholes. On the contrary, he 
says, it refers to "the law of diminishing 
returns" regarding the usefulness of data 
from boreholes, and that the option of 
"more site characterization" refers to the 
need to build the rock laboratory. 

Further controversy has been generated 
by a reference in the memorandum to the 
contentious issue of the permeability of the 
site rock to ground water. Holmes writes: 
"We need to look hard at the [rock] perme
ability to see if we can justify a lower central 
[average] value (if not, I have the feeling that 
we may struggle to make a case for the site)." 

Rachel Western, nuclear researcher at 
Friends of the Earth, argues that this state
ment suggests that Nirex is "cooking the 
books': Even Sir John Knill, a former 
chairman of RWMAC, says that Nirex 
appears to be "suggesting the goalposts 
could be moved". According to Knill, the 
central permeability value is less of an issue, 
as most groundwater flow will take place at 
points of high permeability in the rock. He 
says that 50 per cent ofNirex's permeability 
values are higher than the central value, and 
l 0 per cent are l 00 times higher. 

But Holmes says the statement in the 
memorandum refers to a previous model of 
rock permeability in which modellers had 
used an average value of permeability con
sidered by Nirex to be high. EhsanMasood 
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