
Museums need two cultures
The resignation of the head of the Smithsonian Institution highlights a misguided tendency for museums 
to focus on communication at the expense of research. It also offers the chance of a fresh start.

Corporate managers like mission statements; scientists gener-
ally don’t. Academic freedom often sits uneasily alongside the 
goal-driven culture of the private sector. Researchers would 

prefer not to be told what to do. It’s interesting, therefore, that sci-
entists at the Smithsonian Institution are so proud of their mission 
statement — especially as they have only just welcomed the resigna-
tion of Larry Small, a leader who angered many by trying to impose 
a corporate ethos on the organization (see page 594).

But the vision they share is not that espoused by the departing 
Small. They are proud instead to recite the mission statement of the 
British scientist James Smithson, who funded the creation of their 
institution in 1846 for the “increase and diffusion of knowledge”. 
Small seemed either to not understand, or to not care too much, about 
the fact that the museum should remain committed to both public 
outreach and to new research. Worryingly, the leaders of some other 
prominent museums also have this fault. 

The scientists’ desire to fulfil both strands of Smithson’s vision is 
notable. Many researchers in purely academic institutions often shy 
away from outreach work. Some lack the skills. Others fear, often 
rightly, that funders will not reward them for time spent communi-
cating what they do. Museums such as the Smithsonian are among 
the only places where scientists are required to do both. They are 
historical oddities, as it is now extremely rare for such dual-purpose 
organizations to be created. Yet the combination of missions leads 
to a special form of science communication. 

When outside professionals are drafted in to build exhibits, as is 
the trend in many natural-history and science museums, there are 
benefits. But there are also risks unless professional researchers con-
tinue to play a leading role. Be they palaeobiologists or historians of 
science, their involvement should lead to the creation of exhibits that 
intimately reflect the science behind the display in a way that other 
forms of science communication, such as science writing, cannot. 

Some of these displays are now badly dated, but the galleries of dusty 
fossils that gave scientific curators a bad name were dumped years 
ago by the more innovative institutions. 

The Natural History Museum in London, for example, is creating a 
centre that will allow visitors to see parts of the museum’s extraordi-
nary research collections and to interact with the scientists who work 
on them. At the Smithsonian, researchers want to channel real-time 
data from animal monitoring experiments at the institution’s field 
stations into exhibits about the species involved. 

Such projects happen naturally in organizations that do both sci-
ence and science communication, yet the research side of many of 
these institutions is suffering. Small paid too little heed to it during 
his seven years at the Smithsonian. The collections division at the 
Science Museum in London, which houses curators who also do 
historical research, has been gutted over the past 20 years. In others, 
such as the Academy of Natural Sci-
ences in Philadelphia, which is profiled 
on page 605, parts of the collection 
have been sold to make up for funding 
shortfalls.

This gloomy trend now needs to be 
reversed, and there are signs of hope. 
For example, the new head of the Phila-
delphia academy, ornithologist William 
Brown, has a track record of valuing 
and understanding science. As the Smithsonian’s regents begin their 
search for a successor to Small, they should look at Brown’s plans, 
or those of London’s Natural History Museum, because museums 
that combine science and outreach are vibrant and unique places. 
Exhibits get the media attention and attract donors. But take away the 
in-house scholars who help build them, and museums take another 
step towards becoming little more than theme parks. ■ 

Timber and tapirs
A biodiversity conservation project needs support, 
a watchful eye, and maybe even a long-snouted ally. 

The Malaysian state of Sarawak, on the island of Borneo, is push-
ing forward with a unique conservation project. On a piece of 
land nearly twice the size of Luxembourg, it is going to juxta-

pose three strikingly different uses for land: plantations of acacia, a 
pulp-producing, non-native monoculture tree, for logging; a natural 
forest for local indigenous groups to cut and farm; and a biodiversity 
conservation zone. The biologists in charge of the conservation zone 
are optimistically thinking that even the plantation zone, if designed 

and logged systematically, could play a role in supporting species 
(see page 608).

For many long-time observers of conservation issues, the initial 
response to such a project may be to roll their eyes and think: “Here 
we go again.” There have, after all, been many timber companies 
— particularly ones operating in Indonesia, which takes up most of 
the rest of Borneo — that claimed to be logging ‘sustainably’ when in 
fact they were destroying natural forests. 

Such scepticism is understandable, but it doesn’t make the Sarawak 
project unworthy of support. Indeed its design gives some grounds 
for optimism. The conservation biologists involved in it have some 
economic leverage, as timber companies are subject to increasing 
pressure from buyers to supply timber that is grown and logged in 
ways that minimize environmental impact. This was probably the 

“Researchers can 
create exhibits that 
reflect the science 
in ways that other 
forms of science 
communication 
cannot.” 
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government’s central motivation in ‘going green’ with the planted 
forest project in the first place. 

Even so, the conservation project’s organizers have a tough job. 
If the loggers or timber companies do not seem to be playing by the 
rules — for example, failing to protect conservation zones as prom-
ised, or not using low-impact logging techniques — they need to cry 
foul to the media or the appropriate government agency. This is the 
only way to ensure that the project pays more than lip service to its 
environmental goals. But given the delicate balance of conservation 
politics and economic goals in Sarawak, it will be difficult to do. 

There are other ways to help keep the project on the right path. The 
conservation aspect depends on proving that there are species worth 
saving and finding ways to protect them. Ecologists and taxonomists 
from around the world can help by studying habitat, taking speci-
mens and reporting back. Rather than popping in just to get samples 
for their collections, they should commit to periodic visits so that 
changes in both the natural forest and the plantation can be moni-
tored systematically over time in different seasons. Many researchers 
have already started doing this, but more participation is needed to 
document the flora and fauna at stake.

One of the most creative proposals to make the most of the experi-
ment in Sarawak concerns the tapir, a large-bodied, short-legged 

herbivore with splayed feet and a prehensile snout. There is archaeo-
logical evidence that Malayan tapirs (Tapirus indicus) were present 
on the island as recently as 60 years ago, and some researchers have 
argued that the conservation zone would be a perfect opportunity 
to bring them back. The mammal’s significance in ecological terms 
might be small, but its restoration to its natural habitat could have 
considerable symbolic impact. Such reintroductions of large mam-
mals are rare. Globally the Malayan tapir alternates between vulner-
able and endangered on conservation lists. Its disappearance from 
Borneo was probably due to a loss of habitat following uncontrolled 
logging. What better way to show that logging is now controlled and 
its habitat protected?

Sadly, Sarawak’s biodiversity programme will probably not be able 
to provide habitat for many other species that need it. Some will be 
lost. This is an inevitable outcome of a simple reality: to governments 
such as Sarawak’s, as well as to the people who live in and around the 
forests, the use of the forest is a crucial part of their livelihoods. 

The current project is ambitious and, as its organizers will readily 
admit, success is by no means assured. They haven’t even agreed how 
success should be measured. But subject to these caveats, the project 
holds considerable promise as a model for biodiversity conservation 
in a southeast-Asian timber industry that badly needs one. ■

South Africa’s mentors 
Announcing this year’s Nature awards for 
scientific mentoring. 

Nowhere is strong mentoring for young scientists more urgently 
required than in South Africa. The Centre for Research on 
Science and Technology at Stellenbosch University has 

shown that the country’s research output declined in nominal terms 
between 1987 and 2001, and almost halved as a proportion of global 
scientific output, as measured by the production of articles listed 
by Thomson Scientific (ISI). South Africa’s scientific workforce is 
ageing, with few young researchers being attracted into the sys tem. 
In 1990, only 20% of peer-reviewed articles published in South Africa 
were written by people older than 50, but this figure had risen to 49% 
by the year 2000. 

Additionally, there was no significant change in the demographic 
profile of publishing scientists between 1990 and 2000, with white 
scientists continuing to produce more than 90% of peer-reviewed 
articles. Women, who make up 40% of the academic staff at the coun-
try’s universities, are responsible for authoring only 17% of articles. 
The National Research Foundation has attempted to address these 
problems by providing additional sources of funding to support black 
and female faculty members, and for black postgraduate students.

Originally the legacy of apartheid-based education, the dearth 
of black researchers has tragically continued into South Africa’s 
democratic era. The post-apartheid government has been woefully 
unsuccessful in improving the maths and science education of black 
Africans since it took office in 1994: a 2004 report by the Johannes-
burg-based Centre for Development and Enterprise revealed that 

the same number of black school-leavers achieved maths grades 
sufficient for university entrance in science in 2002 as in 1991. 

The country’s universities are experiencing problems at two levels. 
First, far too few students — and particularly black students — enrol 
for undergraduate degrees in science, medicine and engineering. 
Second, relatively few students who complete first degrees continue 
their studies to doctoral level. 

Whereas the former problem will require a long-term solution, the 
latter one could be solved relatively easily by substantially increasing 
the value of postgraduate bursaries. This is a measure the Depart-
ment of Science and Technology is going to have to take if it is serious 
about its stated aim of increasing the number of doctoral graduates — 
currently just over 1,100 annually — by an order of magnitude. 

But numbers are not the whole story. Equally important for South 
Africa’s future is the quality of science produced, and a critical factor 
here is the quality of mentoring that fledgling researchers receive. For 
all its problems, South Africa’s universities include some with a strong 
scientific culture. There is no reason to suppose that, as a proportion 
of its academic population, there are fewer great science mentors in 
South Africa than anywhere else.

At Nature, we want to highlight them and the good things they do. 
Competitions for Nature’s mentoring awards, initiated in 2005 and 
so far held in the United Kingdom and Australasia, are intended not 
only to celebrate the winners, but also to show the way for others. 
So we urge readers who know of outstanding mentors in South 
Africa to ensure that they are nominated. Two awards of 60,000 rand 
(US$8,300) will be given: one for lifetime achievement and one for a 
track record in mid-career. 

The closing date for nominations is 31 May. Details of the competi-
tion, the judges and how to nominate candidates for the awards can be 
found at www.nature.com/nature/mentoringawards/southafrica. ■ 
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