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Heritage threats
Research that underpins the preservation of 
cultural treasures should be championed.

Archaeologists last week announced the discovery of what 
looks likely to have been a huge shipyard dating back to the  
second century ad, part of a complex of buildings at Portus, 

the ancient port of Rome. The discovery (see go.nature.com/qpbirv) 
is the latest in a major project to explore Portus using an array of  
geophysical and electromagnetic techniques. 

There are any number of similar science-based studies, projects and 
initiatives under way around the world, all intended to discover or  
preserve our heritage. As shown in a European web portal launched 
last week at www.heritageportal.eu, the sciences involved are drawn 
from across the disciplines. Projects include using climate models to 
establish which heritage sites are most sensitive to global warming, 
studies of dust and the effects of its transport in museums and libraries, 
semantic search techniques to link digital archives and grey literature, 
and atomic force microscopy to look for signs of decay in paper. 

No one could deny that such science is important, given the 
intrinsic interest of cultural heritage to citizens, not to mention 
its often sizeable value to economies. But the field of ‘heritage sci-
ence’ is nevertheless beset by obstacles to its recognition. Because 
it lacks a disciplinary focus, no traditional university department 
or disciplinary funding agency readily sees it as their own. Projects 
are often small scale, and unlikely to reveal the fundamental scien-
tific insights or spin-off products required in competitive funding  
proposals. 

Furthermore, even though national heritage sites and collections 
may flourish, the science that helps them do so only occasionally 

gets the public attention it deserves at the institution that houses 
it, and rarely, if ever, at the national level. And yet without such 
science, the value of those sites and collections would be all the  
more threatened. 

To its credit, the European Commission recognizes such problems, 
and has over the past three years funded the Net-Heritage programme, 
gathering an overview of national programmes and identifying  
key weaknesses and strengths. The programme, which finishes at 
the end of this month, has opened up valuable conversations and  
coordination between Europe’s ministries of culture and other 
research funders.

What next at the pan-European level? Although the European Com-
mission will continue to have an operational role, the responsibility 
for coordinated research funding passes to national governments, 
through a European Joint Programming Initiative (JPI) entitled Cul-
tural Heritage and Global Change. As a result of the Net-Heritage 
discussions and JPI programmes, there are likely to be collaborations 
between two or more countries and joint calls for research, in which 
money does not cross national borders but synergy between parallel 
national interests is acquired.

However, there are concerns about continuity. The JPI primarily 
involves collaborations between ministries of research rather than 
culture, and within each country the culture and research ministries 
tend not to connect effectively, whether from conflicting pressures or 
turf protectionism. Accordingly, it is essential that those involved in 
the JPI, not least the Italian government spearheading it, do whatever 
they can to prevent such obstacles from undermining achievements 
in focusing European efforts. Above all, this research will depend on 
champions at government and institutional levels, as each country 

battles with budgetary pressures. Otherwise,  
the spotlight thrown on heritage science by the  
Net-Heritage programme and its portal will 
dim, and the fledgling policy coherence it brings 
will go to waste. ■

science-funding agency, described a case in which a researcher had 
faked data, then moved to another institution that may have known 
nothing of the episode. A second, even more remarkable, case involved 
a scientist who padded his CV with papers that did not exist anywhere 
in the published literature.

But the names of the wrong-doers were blacked out, as were the  
citations of retracted papers and the details of the research fields 
affected. In some cases, information on the misconduct findings and 
the nature of the wrong-doing was also redacted. One document 
retained sentences of a letter in which someone — presumably a mis-
conduct perpetrator — offered abject apologies and argued that cutting 
off his research funding would harm his students, but blacked out the 
name and numbers of people involved. In another, a black rectangle 
obscured a list of six problematic journal articles, some of which are 
apparently fictitious.

Canada’s practices take privacy concerns too far. There is an  
argument for confidentiality while an investigation is going on, or 
even after it has been resolved, if allegations turn out to be frivolous 
or malicious. In the United States, many agencies withhold the names 
of those accused of misconduct. Some officials argue that cases of 
honest error should also remain confidential, to protect the careers 
of scientists exonerated of misconduct. But these arguments cease to 
be relevant once misconduct has been found, as the US government’s 
Office of Research Integrity acknowledges when it makes public the 
names of those found guilty of misconduct.

Taxpayers have a right to know about instances in which their 
money has been misused. Research misconduct can affect the reliabil-
ity of the scientific literature, and other scientists and journal editors 
have a clear interest in knowing about it. And the government may be 

failing to protect its own interests if the names of parties disciplined 
by one branch are not available to others.

Making it clear that names will always be kept confidential — as 
NSERC does — also increases the chance of leaks from understand-
ably frustrated whistleblowers, and of the publishing of names through 
unofficial routes. Last week, for example, the blog of Retraction Watch, 

a US watchdog of the scientific literature, guessed 
at the identity of one of the researchers referred 
to in the documents that Munro obtained. Such 
disclosures, although often better than no infor-
mation at all, can leave the public and other 
researchers struggling to determine what is true. 

NSERC has also redacted the names of insti-
tutions, including one that Munro says had to 
be ‘reminded’ twice to investigate allegations 

after a researcher had left. Yet there is a clear public interest in knowing 
whether universities — which typically employ thousands of research-
ers and educate tens of thousands of students — have received mis-
conduct allegations, and how they have responded. 

Redacting the conclusions of an investigation or the actions taken 
in response to wrong-doing is even worse, arguably serving to protect 
not only the institutions, but the funding agency itself. For example, 
one document provided to Munro says that the funding agency has 
decreed “that [black smudge] be declared ineligible indefinitely to hold 
or apply for a [black smudge]”. It seems absurd to redact information 
about how misconduct has been punished. NSERC says that it takes 
misconduct seriously, that cases in Canada are rare and that its actions 
send a strong message about the consequences of misconduct. But 
without any details, the message lacks force. ■ 

“Taxpayers 
have a right 
to know about 
instances in 
which their 
money has 
been misused.”
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CORRECTION
The Editorial ‘Heritage threats’ (Nature 
477, 510; 2011) originally stated that 
Ireland was leading the European Joint 
Programming Initiative. In fact, Italy has 
overall responsibility for coordination. 
The text has been changed to reflect this.
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