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Election returns

he victory of George W. Bush over his Democrat challenger

John Kerry in the US presidential election this month

suggests that the United States is becoming an increasingly
divided country both politically and culturally. But it may also
signal that the country is losing its status as a premier place to
launch a scientific career. A week after the polls closed, a survey
by 122 US graduate schools showed that enrolment by foreign
graduate students across the board had dropped by 6% — the
third consecutive decline. The slide in numbers began after the
Bush administration tightened visa restrictions following the
terrorist attack of 11 September 2001.

This decline may well continue — Bush’s re-election is likely
to reinforce perceptions that the United States is difficult to
enter. This was evident from the recent survey, even though the
Department of State has tried to streamline the visa application
process and some US universities have taken a more active role in
securing visas for prospective students.

In the sciences and engineering, foreign students make up
about 50% of enrolment in the United States. Even before the
Bush era, domestic enrolment in many of these fields had been
declining. For the scientific job seeker in the United States, this
could mean that it will be easier to get accepted at a top institution
and get funded.

The potential long-term effects are harder to see, but are
perhaps more significant. Intellectual property and spin-offs tend
to come from the best research institutions, fuelled by bright
young scientists. If this enrolment trend continues long-term,
scientific jobs may shift to countries offering a more open visa
policy — as long as they can also match the funding and
infrastructure offered by the United States. And that would leave
the United States playing second fiddle.

Paul Smaglik
Naturejobs editor
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