
“should take place alongside the continued application of controls on 
cattle.” This report was made public on 22 October.

Last week, King was rightly criticized by scientists and members 
of parliament for seeming to go back on the ISG’s advice, which the 
government had itself sought. Badger culling is a politically fraught 
issue in Britain, pitching farmers against the equally passionate and 
vocal animal-protection lobby. King’s motives remain unknown but 
his actions are likely to encourage speculation that his report was 
written to please the farmers. 

In many instances, it is likely that political factors will ultimately 
overrule scientific ones when a government takes a decision in a 
contentious field. If this is the case, then surely it would be better not 
to seek independent scientific advice that will inevitably be ignored. 
There are countless examples — the planned replacement of the Tri-
dent nuclear submarine arsenal, for instance — in which the UK 
government had no intention of taking independent advice, and so 
had the good manners not to ask for it.

In the United States, researchers are accustomed to treating the 
process that feeds scientific advice into the government with some 
suspicion. The latest incident, in which presidential science adviser 
John Marburger stands accused of interfering with testimony on cli-
mate change and public health first submitted by the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, merely reinforces this atmosphere 
(see page 8). 

But in Britain, scientists have enjoyed a better relationship with 
their government and — prior to the badgers episode — little evi-
dence has come to light of advisory recommendations from scien-
tists being cooked or spun to match the 
government’s intentions. 

On 24 October, Bourne and King were 
called to account for what had happened 
at a meeting of the House of Commons 
select committee on Environment, Food 
and Rural Affairs. Bourne was visibly 
annoyed, and described King’s report as 
“hastily written” and “superficial”. Rosie Woodroffe, an expert on 
conservation biology at the University of California, Davis, and an 
ISG member, said that the King report was riddled with “small mis-
takes”. In those circumstances, King’s insistence that “the conclusions 
in my report are not very different from those that the ISG reached” 
ring hollow.

It would be a good idea if the Department for Environment, Food 
and Rural Affairs, which is now responsible for the matter, based its 
policy on the unfettered advice offered by Bourne’s committee. This 
would be deeply appreciated not just by the badgers, but by scien-
tists in all spheres who choose to participate in painstaking advisory 
processes in the earnest belief that their advice will actually make a 
difference to government policy. ■

Because it’s there
An Asian Moon race is neither particularly worrying 
nor especially inspiring.

In the 1960s and 1970s, the United States and Soviet Union mounted 
dozens of missions to the Moon, orbiting it, crashing into it and 
landing softly on it. They even went so far as to return samples 

from it, either with a little help from some humans on hand or, in 
the Soviet case, without. Subsequently, neither spacefaring power 
touched the place for almost 20 years. In part this is because their 
race, such as it was, had ended. It was also because planetary scientists 
were far more interested in exploring other places. The Moon had a 
distinct been-there-done-that aura. 

But for aspiring nations that have neither been there nor done 
that, the Moon has a great advantage over other objects of celestial 
study. Although only moderately interesting, it is very close and rela-
tively easy to reach. So in 2003 it was the obvious target for Europe’s 
SMART-1 mission, which tested a new sort of rocket propulsion. And 
it is currently the destination of choice for others seeking to develop 
their spacefaring prowess. 

In September, Japan finally followed a very small lunar mission 
launched in the 1990s, Hiten, with a much larger and more ambitious 
one, SELENE. October saw the launch of Chang’e-1 from China (see 
page 12), timed to coincide with the ‘re-election’ of Hu Jintao as leader 
of the Communist Party — a piece of celestial theatrics well in tune 
with the spirit of technocratic command and control that character-
ized the original Moon race. Next year will see the launch of India’s 

Chandrayaan-1 and America’s Lunar Reconnaissance Orbiter, the 
heavyweight of the current crop. 

It is easy to exaggerate the extent to which this constitutes a new 
Moon race. National rivalries and prestige definitely play a part in 
some of these programmes: China’s, in particular, is both touted by 
the government and appreciated by the population as evidence of 
national accomplishment and ambition. But the idea sometimes 
floated that this activity reflects a new perception of some sort of 
value in the Moon itself is wide of the mark. 

Although there are interesting scientific questions about the Moon, 
few, if any, are of the first order. And despite some hype to the contrary, 
the Moon’s potential as a source of raw materials for Earth’s consumers 
is ludicrously constrained. There is nothing there worth the cost of 
bringing back to Earth (not even helium-3, a fuel of unknown utility to 
a second or third generation of fusion reactors of unknown feasibility). 
The Moon’s potential as a resupply station for spacefarers visiting other 
places is also poor, although perhaps not entirely negligible. 

That doesn’t mean that the current spate of missions to the Moon 
is worthless. One learns by trying, and the Moon is a good test bed 
for mastering the arts of planetary exploration. The same applies, 
further down the line, to the far more resource-intensive business of 
sending humans; if you feel you must send humans elsewhere, it is a 
conveniently near at hand and well-characterized destination. 

But the only prize to be won in any race that ends with humans 
yet again walking on the Moon is global recognition that you have 
managed to do what was accomplished to little lasting effect back in 
the days of flower power. It remains unclear that such recognition is 
worth the already stretched resources of India or China — or of any 
other nation. ■

“Political factors will 
ultimately overrule 
scientific ones 
when a government 
takes a decision in a 
contentious field.”

2

NATURE|Vol 450|1 November 2007EDITORIALS

������������	
����
���
������ ���������������������



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage false
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 450
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 450
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 2400
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck true
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly true
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.30000
    0.30000
    0.30000
    0.30000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (OFCOM_PO_P1_F60)
  /PDFXOutputCondition (OFCOM_PO_P1_F60)
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <FEFF004e005000470020005000520049004e005400200050004400460020004a006f00620020004f007000740069006f006e0073002e002000320032006e0064002000530065007000740065006d00620065007200200032003000300034002e002000500044004600200031002e003300200043006f006d007000610074006900620069006c006900740079002e>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [665.858 854.929]
>> setpagedevice




