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The question is whether the US Department of Veterans Affairs
(VA) will cooperate. In the 1980s, pilot studies by the VA and several
other government agencies found little evidence for a link between
Agent Orange and veterans’ health problems. They concluded that
poor data made doing the large-scale study requested by Congress
in 1979 impossible. The VA has been sceptical of the health claims
ever since. But critics questioned the independence of those studies.
Soin 1991, Congress asked the National Academies to assess both
the evidence for the health links and the feasibility of full-blown epi-
demiological studies. It disagreed with the previous analysis, saying
that a large-scale study was indeed feasible. But there matters have
stood ever since. An independent study cannot happen until the VA
provides the funding — which has not been forthcoming.

It is time to stop stalling. It is true that veterans would not be the
first choice for a study on the toxicity of herbicides and dioxins — bet-
ter-documented accidental exposures would be preferable. But that
misses the point. The proposed study is both a legitimate research
opportunity and a moral imperative. There are privacy issues with
medical and other records, but these are not insurmountable. And
even if the data and science are not perfect, the new models and
techniques can be refined. A lot of data on some 3 million veterans

are already sitting in the government’s databases — or in some cases
are gathering dust, undigitized, on its shelves. Cleaning up and tying
those data together would itself be valuable archival housekeeping,
and would aid research.

The process would also benefit the VA. More eyes on the data would
stimulate creativity, and a greater involvement of outside researchers
would bolster credibility and public acceptance of the study’s results.
This is particularly crucial following the debate over ‘Gulf War syn-
drome] in which government studies lasting more than a decade failed
to properly identify or exclude debilitating war-related illnesses in vet-
erans from the first Gulf War. With an increasing number of soldiers
from the current war reporting symptoms of post-traumatic stress
disorder, it is essential that the VA includes external scientific input as
early as possible in the process of helping to treat them.

And there is a bigger picture. US veterans are not the only ones
suffering as a result of the Vietnam War. So scientists and the US
and Vietnamese governments need to revive stalled bilateral collabo-
rations (see Nature 434, 687; 2005) on the health effects of Agent
Orange on the Vietnamese population itself. The responsibilities of
warfare do not end on the battlefield, nor can they be limited by the
battle lines that once divided friend from foe. |

Broken promises

Efforts to boost science in the Islamic world need
financial commitment from the nations themselves.

governance in two decades, the 57-member Organisation of

the Islamic Conference (OIC) last month designated COM-
STECH — its committee of science ministers — as its official agency
for overseeing science. As a result, COMSTECH will now play an
active part in the OIC’s ten-year plan for modernization.

The OIC’s member states are among the world’s lowest producers
of patents and research papers. According to the organization’s own
data, scientists from Islamic-majority countries contributed just 2.5%
of articles in peer-reviewed journals between 1995 and 2005.

The OIC’s long-term goal is to turn this situation around completely.
It wants to see at least 20 OIC universities joining the world’s top 500
— there are currently none. It is also planning a new centre for science
and innovation policy, and a new network of centres of research excel-
lence. As well as improving access to capital for technology start-ups,
the OIC’s plans aim to boost the capacity of industry to produce more
vaccines, affordable cars and planes, and to increase collaborations
with scientists and organizations outside the OIC world.

COMSTECH will share the responsibility for implementing these
changes with the OIC secretariat’s newly revived science and technol-
ogy office in Jeddah, and with the Islamic Development Bank, which
has allocated 10% of its grants and loans for science and technology.
Strategic guidance and oversight will come from a task force that
includes the OIC secretary-general, Ekmeleddin Thsanoglu, a sci-
ence historian from Turkey, and the chemist Atta-ur-Rahman from
Pakistan, who heads the COMSTECH secretariat.

Q s part of the biggest shake-up of science and technology
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The plans are ambitious and impressive, and deserve the whole-
hearted support of the OIC’s member states. But the big test now is
whether that support will be forthcoming. In principle, money should
not be a problem: OIC member states include some of the wealthi-
est nations in the world. Unlike other wealthy states, however, they
allocate less than 0.5% of their gross domestic product to research
and development.

Related to this is the fact that the member states have a reputation
inside the OIC for not delivering on their promises. Witness the contro-
versy over COMSTECH’s existing budget. For the fiscal year 2006-7,
ministers approved a budget of US$18 million for COMSTECH’s
work. But only $7 million came through, including $2.3 million from
the Islamic Development Bank and $2.6 million from member states.
Of this, COMSTECH’s host country, Pakistan, contributed $2 mil-
lion. Twelve of the other 56 countries contributed a mere $600,000
between them. The rest promised much, but gave nothing.

One of the reasons for these broken promises is that, until now,
a decision made by a science minister at a COMSTECH meeting
has carried little or no weight in that minister’s national parliament,
or with his or her finance minister. COMSTECH’s new status as an
official body of the OIC should begin to change this. Jordan, Iran,
Pakistan and Saudi Arabia have promised new money, and, for the
first time, COMSTECH ministers will be able to stand before heads
of state and call to account those who do not deliver.

Of course, it will still be possible for any member state to make
a commitment and then completely ignore it. But such states need
to understand that plans to upgrade universities or build affordable
cars need a massive injection of new money. And they must appreci-
ate that OIC institutions created to deliver those promises must be
adequately funded. The OIC is right to engage the private sector and
development banks in efforts to reform science and technology, but
public institutions must also play their part. ]
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