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Observatory merger
plans prompt protest
by Astronomer Royal
[LONDON] Tensions are running high in parts
of the British astronomy community over
reports that the Particle Physics and
Astronomy Research Council (PPARC) has
recommended that the Royal Greenwich
Observatory (RGO), currently based in
Cambridge, be merged with the Royal
Edinburgh Observatory, and its activities
moved to the latter’s Edinburgh site.

Sir Martin Rees, who is both Royal Society
professor of research at the University of
Cambridge and the Astronomer Royal, is
due to meet the science minister, John Battle,
this week to protest at the way the proposal
has been reached, and at the disruption that
combining the two organizations, which
provide technical support for British
telescopes in the Canary Islands and Hawaii,
is likely to cause.

It is less than ten years since the RGO
moved to Cambridge at a cost of £6 million
($9.6 million) from its previous site at
Herstmonceux Castle in Sussex, where it had
been located since moving from its original
site in London. PPARC officials, however, are
believed to have told the government that the
amalgamation of the observatories
represents the best use of funds available for
astronomy research, and many astronomers
are keen that uncertainty over the
observatories’ future is resolved. 

‘US deal means huge cut
in science spending’
[WASHINGTON] The budget deal reached last
month by President Bill Clinton and the US
Congress would cut expenditure on science
and technology by 16 per cent in real terms by
2002, according to an assessment by George
Brown (Democrat, California), the senior
minority member on the Science Committee
in the House of Representatives.

“Neither the president nor Republican
congressional leaders acted to protect
research and development programmes in
the budget agreement,” says the 77-year-old
Brown, who has announced plans to run
again next year in his San Bernardino district
for a fourteenth term. The non-binding
agreement includes new and steeper cuts in
the account which funds the National
Aeronautics and Space Administration, the
National Science Foundation and basic
research at the Department of Energy.

Varmus panel to study
patent constraints
[WASHINGTON] Harold Varmus, the director
of the US National Institutes of Health
(NIH), has set up an expert panel to explore

ways of easing restrictions on access to
proprietary materials and methods by
research scientists.

Varmus announced last week that he has
asked an ad hoc subcommittee of his
director’s advisory committee to report to
the full committee on the issue in December.
The subcommittee will be led by Rebecca
Eisenberg, a law professor and intellectual
property expert at the University of
Michigan, and will include John Barton, a
professor at Stanford Law School.

Varmus said that his action was prompted
by “a lot of anxiety in the research
community” about access to materials
ranging from genetic tools to engineered
mice. He said that “undue restraints” on
scientists’ access may be adversely affecting
public health, for example when licences on
patented materials impose extensive
restrictions on their downstream
dissemination and use.

French minister plans 
to close Superphénix
[PARIS] Dominique Voynet, France’s new
environment minister, has promised to close
down Superphénix, the country’s troubled
1250-MW fast breeder reactor, which was
designed as a prototype commercial power
plant and later reincarnated as a research
reactor (see Nature385, 104; 1997). Voynet is
one of the eight members of the French green
party, Les Verts, who were elected to the
National Assembly in this month’s general
election, the first time the party has obtained
seats in the assembly.

Shutting down the reactor will require the
creation of a scientific committee to oversee
the operation, and Voynet will also need to
submit to the government a plan explaining
what she intends to do with its staff and how
to compensate both the local communities
and the German and Italian utilities that are
France’s partners in the project.

Georgia Tech sees off
website challenge 
[LONDON] The French campus of the Georgia
Institute of Technology has won the right to
retain English as the sole medium of its
World Wide Web site. Two French-language
watchdog organizations had sued the
campus of Georgia Tech in Lorraine for
allegedly breaching a law that foreign
language advertising must be accompanied
by a French translation.

The case was thrown out on technical
grounds; the 1994 French law requires a
police investigation of a potential breach to
be conducted as a precondition to any civil
action, and both organizations had failed to
notify the police. The university, however,
has now decided to provide information in
German and French. A spokesman for

Georgia Tech had argued that the website
was in English because that is the sole
medium of instruction at the university.

Senators pull back from
NIH funding initiative
[WASHINGTON] Although they voted in
support of a resolution approved
unanimously by the US Senate last month to
double funding for the National Institutes of
Health (NIH) over the next five years, many
senators now appear reluctant to urge a key
colleague to allocate funds to that end.

The symbolic “sense of the Senate”
resolution was authored by Connie Mack
(Republican, Florida) and Diane Feinstein
(Democrat, California). All 98 senators
present in the Senate on 21 May voted in
favour of the resolution. Now, Mack and
Feinstein have asked all of their colleagues to
sign a letter to senator Ted Stevens
(Republican, Alaska), the chairman of the
Senate Appropriations Committee.

The letter urges him to begin doubling the
NIH’s $12.7 billion budget by giving it $2
billion in new money in the 1998 funding
bill, just as the resolution of 21 May
demanded. But so far, 44 of the 98 senators
who voted for the resolution have declined to
sign the letter addressed to Stevens. 

China aims to boost
science funding
[LONDON] China’s vice-minister in the State
Science and Technology Commission, Deng
Nan, has promised to increase next year’s
scientific development budget by 14.2 per
cent. Banks will also offer nearly 20 billion
yuan (US$2.5 billion) in loans for scientific
research.

Speaking at the closing session of a
national conference on conditions in
science, Nan said China will focus its extra
support for basic research, and the setting up
of state laboratory animal breeding centres,
data banks for plant seeds, and information
networks. Nan also confirmed that, by 2000,
China will spend 2 billion yuan setting up a
number of scientific installations.

From UK research board
to Lords committee
[LONDON] Lord (David) Phillips of Ellesmere,
the last chairman of Britain’s Advisory 
Board for the Research Councils, is to
become the new chairman of the House of
Lords Select Committee on Science and
Technology. Phillips, who was a professor of
molecular biophysics at the University of
Oxford between 1966 and 1990, takes over
from Lord Selborne, chancellor of the
University of Southampton and a former
chairman of the Agriculture and Food
Research Council.
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