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A
new economy with a strong biotechnology
component is the Taiwanese government’s
ambitious vision for the future — one which
it is backing with serious investment. But
although it has managed to entice several 

big names to the island republic, there are still some
interesting vacancies.

Yuan-Tseh Lee, the 1986 Nobel chemistry laureate,
took over nine years ago as president of the dominant
research organization, Academia Sinica. Lee was
professor of chemistry at the University of California,
Berkeley, and principal investigator at the Lawrence
Berkeley National Laboratory before returning to his
native Taiwan. Since then he has gathered veterans in a

wide range of disciplines from top
Western laboratories, mainly in

the United States. Yuan-Tsong
Chen, for example, was
professor of paediatrics and
genetics at Duke University
Medical Center in Durham,

North Carolina, until he
returned to Taiwan about 

a year ago to take up the
directorship of Academia

Sinica’s Institute of
Biomedical Sciences.

Many
of the

big names drawn to Academia Sinica — based in the
capital, Taipei — are Taiwanese-born scientists who
wanted to return home and do some good for their
native land. “They need my expertise here,” says John
Yu, a stem-cell researcher who left the Scripps
Research Institute in La Jolla, California, in August
2002 and now heads the zoology institute.

Universities, too, have begun to tap overseas
resources. Last year the National Tsing Hua University
in Hsinchu, just south of Taipei, brought in astronomer
Frank Hsia-San Shu from the University of California,
Berkeley, as president. He hopes that his long years of
experience in the California university system should
help him carry out an administrative shake-up.

The government’s investment in science has
enhanced Taiwan’s attractions as a research
destination over the past few years. An extra 10% on
the science budget — despite overall spending cuts —
has paid for huge national projects, in pharmaceuticals
and biotechnology in 2000 and genomic medicine in
2002. It has also provided new facilities, equipment
and support that Chen, Yu and many of their
colleagues say rival the best available anywhere.

PERSONNEL SHORTAGE

Despite the infrastructure investment, Taiwan is still
desperately short of personnel. Recruiting high-level
researchers is often a question of finding overseas
Taiwanese who want to help their homeland. But the
huge number of Taiwanese students who used to go
abroad for education has shrunk, leaving a smaller
reservoir of expatriates to draw on. Many of the best
who stay end up forsaking research for a job in one of
the industrial science parks.

The flow of postdoctoral students from mainland
China has also been stemmed, as opportunities in
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Beijing and Shanghai grow. “Many people have a grant
that includes a postdoc, but can’t find one,” says James
Shen, director of Academia Sinica’s Institute of
Molecular Biology.

Efforts are being made to improve graduate
education at seven of Taiwan’s leading universities, but
this will be slow in producing the necessary researchers.
Academia Sinica is pushing ahead with an international
graduate school to bring in talent from abroad. But
although it provides great opportunities for aspiring
researchers, it is still small (see Nature 421, 464; 2003).

This leaves numerous opportunities for researchers
at all levels. Taiwan’s scientific leaders pin their hopes
on the investment that has been made in infrastructure,
such as adding a set of nuclear magnetic resonance
machines and a new mouse facility at Academia Sinica.
“Once these projects become visible it will help bring
people here,” says Shen.

OUTSIDER’S PERSPECTIVE

Taiwanese-born returnees are not the only researchers
who are now enjoying outstanding facilities, especially
ample computer-processing power — a benefit of being
on an island that made its fortune in microelectronics.
“It would take me a year to do what I can do in a day
here,” says astrophysicist Alexandr Serebryanskiy, a
postdoctoral student at National Tsing Hua University
who came from Uzbekistan two years ago.

“I wouldn’t know where to look for these kinds 
of facilities at home,” agrees Jon Wright, a British
postdoctoral student who moved to Academia Sinica 
in 1996. “And if I found them, I would probably have 
to share with many others.”

Western researchers generally find that Taiwan’s
research environment fosters a fruitful, open exchange
of ideas in which language is not a problem. In everyday
life, too, English works well enough at supermarkets and
hospitals for researchers and their families to feel
comfortable without having to learn Chinese.

But an inability to speak the language does have 
its pitfalls. Conference announcements, travel-grant
materials and other notices are often available only in
Chinese, which can leave foreign researchers feeling
isolated. Those planning to bring families may baulk 
at the exorbitant price of Taipei’s main international
schools, although some have found affordable inter-
national or bilingual schools in Hsinchu and the outer
suburbs of Taipei.

If Taiwan wants to compete for international talent,
it may need to raise salaries, which have been held
down by what one Academia Sinica researcher calls an

“overly democratic” impulse
to give all researchers the
same wage. Yuan-Tseh Lee
himself set up a Foundation
for the Advancement of
Outstanding Scholarship,
to ease the problem by
providing stipends for about
100 researchers. But many
people still have to accept a
much lower salary than they
have been used to.

University and
government leaders are
taking measures to correct

this salary sacrifice. A new programme
to be started by the National Science
Council last August will offer foreign
recruits named as “natural-science
research professors” salaries in line with
those of their home institutions.

Although a pay rise would be useful,
many foreign researchers are more
concerned about job security: they say
that difficulty in getting a full-time
research position makes for an unstable
life. Many are left in one-year
postdoctoral or short-term visiting
scientist positions. This sends a mixed
message, says one Academia Sinica
postdoctoral student. Although the
infrastructure and grant support are
attractive, the lack of long-term
opportunities gives pause. “It is difficult
to think of making a career here,” the
student says.

There are signs of change. Frank Shu is keen to
make the National Tsing Hua University truly
international, with some 40 staff teaching in English.
Eventually, he hopes to have all graduate education in
English. “We need more diversity in Asia,” he says.

He also hopes to restructure the “too restricted”
salary levels, to open up greater funds for younger
researchers. “You can’t let promising young researchers
waste their first five years begging for grants,” Shu says.

And the investment continues. A biomedical park,
going up in the outer suburbs of Taipei near Hsinchu,
will have a medical centre affiliated with Taipei’s
National Taiwan University and research centres
planned with Academia Sinica’s help. When the
medical centre is opened in 2004, it will only be a 
20-minute ride on a new bullet train from Taipei. And
inroads into biotechnology are also being established
(see ‘Foundations for biotech’, below).

The pieces are in place to make Taiwan a tempting
research destination for both natives and foreigners,
says biochemist and Academia Sinica vice-president
Sunney Chan. When Chan returns to the California
Institute of Technology this August, he will leave
Taiwan with several initiatives, including a better peer-
review system and a national project in genomics.
“The system and facilities are there,” Chan says. “Now
we just have to ask the right scientific questions.” ■

David Cyranoski is Nature’s Asia-Pacific correspondent.

James Shen hopes that Taiwan’s
investment will lure many
researchers to the country. One of the most promising starting

points for growth in biotechnology
in Taiwan is likely to be the
Biomedical Engineering Center
(BMEC) in the Hsinchu Science-
based Industrial Park. Founded
three years ago as part of the
Industrial Technology Research
Institute, the organization behind
Taiwan’s rise in microelectronics, the
BMEC has about 400 researchers,
including 50 postdoctoral students.

Following the lead of the BMEC’s
parent organization, successful
technologies, and the teams that
develop them, will be spun off to
create companies. Apart from more
conventional projects in tissue
engineering and bioinformatics, the
BMEC is developing an artificial
‘nose’ — a chip with peptides that
simulate the protein structure of
olfactory molecules and can detect
liver cirrhosis and other diseases. D.C. 

Foundations for biotech
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Back home: Yuan-Tsong
Chen recently made the
switch from the United
States to Academia Sinica.


