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[WASHINGTON] Scientific societies in the
United States are increasingly concerned
that the US government has reversed its
previous support of free communication
between scientists. They claim there is now
a policy of isolating scientists who come
from countries to which it wishes to deny
access to a range of new technologies.

The societies say, for example, that the
State Department is dragging its feet in
granting visitors’ visas for foreign scientists
wishing to attend conferences in the United
States. At last month’s meeting of the Inter-
national Union of Pure and Applied Physi-
cists in Atlanta, Georgia, for example,
prominent physicists from China and Russia
were excluded. Furthermore, the leader of
the Indian delegation was only admitted
after the personal intervention of Bruce
Alberts, president of the National Academy
of Sciences.

Irving Lerch, head of international affairs
at the American Physical Society (APS), says
the United States has reversed course since
the last such conference was held here in
1987. Then, visits from Russian and Cuban
scientists were welcomed. “Now the situa-
tion is quite different,” he says. For the State
Department, Lerch says, “the most impor-
tant aspect is to prevent technology transfer”.

The State Department has long been try-

menting its infrequently exercised right to
vet immigrant visa applications from scien-
tists in a wide range of disciplines. Last
month, for example, Jianjun Hu, a Chinese
materials scientist who has secured a posi-
tion at Northwestern University, Illinois, had
his visa application delayed in circumstances
Lerch describes as “clearly fallout from the
case at Los Alamos”.

The consulate to which Hu applied for a
visa referred the application to the State
Department on the basis that he would be
working on “materials technology”. North-
western expects Hu’s visa to be approved
within the next few days, a university spokes-
woman says. Maria Rudensky, a spokes-
woman for the State Department, said this
was a well-established procedure. “Most sci-
entists on our ‘technology alert list’ have to
come through this,” she said.

The list covers some 20 disciplines, 
ranging from nuclear and missile technolo-
gy to advanced computing, microelectron-
ics and ‘biotechnology engineering’. It
applies to scientists from an equally long 
list of countries, including Russia, China,
Pakistan and South Africa — but not India.
Rudensky said the two lists originate from
the 1952 Immigration and Naturalization
Act, but are updated at the State Depart-
ment’s discretion. She said she “didn’t know
why” South Africa — a democracy and an
allegedly close ally of the United States — is
on the list.

But Lerch claims that the implementa-
tion of these rules has changed. “There has
never been a case quite like this,” he says
about Hu’s referral. The State Department,
he says, “can turn these things on and off as
they choose. It is very clear that there are a lot
of people at the State Department who are

ing to curtail visits of scientists from so-
called ‘rogue states’ such as Iraq and Libya.
But it was in the aftermath of India and 
Pakistan’s nuclear tests last spring that US
scientific societies began to complain about
its policies. They now fear that the clamp-
down has been lent new impetus by recent
allegations that a Taiwanese-born scientist
was involved in a security breach at the Los
Alamos National Laboratory (see Nature
398, 96 & 276; 1999). 

The department also appears to be imple-
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Off limits: the Los Alamos
National Laboratory in New
Mexico, site of the recent
controversy over the alleged
theft of critical atomic secrets.
Scientific societies in the United
States see this as having
accelerated a trend against
allowing foreign scientists to
work in ‘sensitive’ areas of
research. Chinese-American
scientists feel particularly
vulnerable.

Pay awards split Indian research world
[NEW DELHI] The awarding of higher salaries
and financial perks to government scientists
in India’s departments of defence, atomic
energy and space — but not other agencies
or universities — has divided the scientific
community.

The latest controversy has been triggered
by an order issued last month sanctioning
special monthly pay of Rs2,000 (US$47) and
an annual professional ‘update’ allowance of
Rs5,000 for all scientists in these three
strategic departments. The benefits will be
backdated to January 1996. 

Many scientists were already upset by the
government’s decision last November to
deny them the fast-track promotional ladder
available to defence, atomic and space
scientists (see Nature 396, 299; 1998). 

Critics say the initial move, introduced
after India’s nuclear tests last May, sent the
wrong signals to the scientific community,
as it appeared to suggest that good work
means developing bombs, missiles and
satellites rather than producing a vaccine or
crop variety.

“The government has created a new caste
of super-scientists,” says S. R. Valluri,
former director at the Council of Scientific
and Industrial Research.

The initial order said the incentives were
given in view of “the role played by them in
the development of high technology and
systems for strategic applications… and in
order to attract, retain, inspire and motivate
scientists to give their best contributions”.

But Valangiman Ramamurthi, secretary
of the Department of Science and
Technology, admits that the move has
instead “caused widespread resentment”. He
adds: “It is unfortunate that the scientific
community is now fragmented. We [the
secretaries of affected departments] have
represented to the prime minister seeking a
uniform package for all scientific
departments and autonomous institutes.”

Critics say the Bharatiya Janata Party
government is equating scientific progress
with bombs and missiles by declaring 
11 May — the anniversary of the nuclear 
test — as Technology Day. K. S. Jayaraman
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suspicious of all of the physical sciences.” 
“We’re faced with a kind of hysteria,” he

adds, contrasting the problems at this year’s
physicists’ meeting in Atlanta with the last
such meeting in the United States in 1987,
when Ronald Reagan was president, and sci-
entists from all countries were welcomed.

Scientists from countries labelled as 
‘hostile’ who are already working in the 
United States have also felt the fallout from
the Los Alamos case. However, they stress
that it is the public mood, rather than the
attitude of their scientific colleagues or 
managers, that worries them most.

“We would like to express our deep con-
cern regarding the deterioration of the work-
ing environment of Chinese-American sci-
entists and the scientific exchanges between
the United States and China,” says a letter
from Cheuk-Yin Wong, chairman of the
450-strong Overseas Chinese Physics Asso-
ciation, to APS president Jerome Friedman.
The letter followed a discussion of 150 
association members at the APS meeting 
in Atlanta and asks Friedman for a public
statement of support for Chinese-American
scientists.

Wong, a nuclear theorist at the Oak Ridge
National Laboratory in Tennessee, is partic-
ularly concerned by media coverage of the
Los Alamos incident. He cites an article in
the 22 March issue of Newsweek, which
described what it termed China’s “vacuum
cleaner strategy” for using Chinese scientists
in the United States for espionage. “There are
statements in that article that will lead the
general public to question the loyalty of 
Chinese-American scientists,” Wong says. 

Some press coverage has also suggested
that many Chinese scientists are in the Unit-
ed States because the Chinese communist
government wants them to take secrets back
home. In fact, China has become the biggest
single source of scientific immigration to the
United States largely because the US Con-
gress passed legislation in 1992 giving Chi-
nese students special rights to stay after the
crackdown against student demonstrations
in Tiananmen Square.

Wong says that for Chinese-American
scientists at the nuclear weapons laborato-
ries “the environment is very nervous”. But at
other government laboratories, and at uni-
versities where most Chinese-American sci-
entists work, this recent spate of China-bash-
ing may have little effect.

“I have plenty of good things to say 
about the system here,” says a successful Chi-
nese-born chemist at one civilian Depart-
ment of Energy laboratory. He notes that he
“can’t imagine the Chinese government
doing the same” and allowing foreign 
scientists into its laboratories and universi-
ties. “It is true that people of my background
have to work harder [than US-born col-
leagues], but I don’t think that is necessarily
unfair.” Colin Macilwain

[TOKYO] The difference between Japan and
the United States in their attitude towards
intellectual property rights was highlighted
last week when a Japanese researcher was
accused of removing research data from a
laboratory without proper authorization. 

Yoichi Ito, a physician who was complet-
ing a research fellowship at the Mayo Clinic
in Rochester, Minnesota, was charged with
stealing research material three days before
he was due to return to Japan.

He is accused of removing his research
notes and materials from the clinic, as well as
downloading research data from the clinic’s
computer going back to 1990.

Ito, who had been working on gene
sequencing in the clinic’s cartilage and con-
nective-tissue laboratory, told the US magis-
trate in St Paul, Minnesota, that he “did not
understand what was happening”, according
to a report by the Associated Press.

But the Mayo clinic says he was warned
on his arrival that the clinic held the rights to
his research work, and that he would be
required to return all materials produced
during his term when he left.

Jesse Bradley, a spokesman for the clinic,
says that all the regulations had been speci-
fied in Ito’s contract. “We are just trying our

best to get our research data back,” he says.
Although US institutions can impose

stringent rules on the protection of such data,
Japan has no regulations covering the rights
to a researcher’s work outside the framework
of standard patent and copyright laws.

“There are no legal requirements for
researchers to return their research docu-
ments when they leave an institution,” says
Yoshio Namba, of the intellectual property
division of the Japan Science and Technolo-
gy Corporation, a semi-governmental orga-
nization that runs a fellowship programme
for overseas researchers to work in Japanese
laboratories. “Such requirements are not
included in the contract for overseas
researchers either.”

“Research institutions do not have legal
control over the researchers’ documents
unless they are particular types of computer
programs, with strict regulations on copy-
rights,” says Hiroko Saito, who is responsible
for intellectual property rights issues at the
Institute of Physical and Chemical Research.

Some scientists say that the different legal
structure and general ‘culture’ of Japanese
labs compared with those elsewhere could
pose serious threats to collaborative research
and exchange programmes. Asako Saegusa 
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Japanese researcher faces
US charges over data

Ethical failures block Los Angeles  research
[SAN DIEGO] An interim
research management team
was sent last week from
Washington to direct future
research efforts at the
troubled veterans’ hospital
system in Los Angeles,
where all research has been
suspended by federal
officials who are concerned
about failures to correct
long-running deficiencies in
compliance with federal
ethics rules.

The identified
deficiencies were restricted
to the sprawling West Los
Angeles Veterans’ Affairs
(VA) Healthcare Center. But
they caused federal officials
to shut down human and
animal research at all VA
facilities throughout the Los
Angeles region.

Up to 1,200 research
projects could be affected,
according to VA officials. No
patients can be enrolled in a

research project and no new
protocol can start until
scientists and administrators
can document that all federal
requirements will be met.
Only studies in which the
lives of patients or animals
are at risk can continue, said
officials.

Troubling questions
about scientific practices at
the West Los Angeles VA
Healthcare Center — the
largest of the VA hospitals —
have been raised by the
breadth of problems with the
studies, the apparent lack of
knowledge of senior federal
officials about some
unethical practices, and
inadequate responses from
management to years of
administrative deficiencies.

Kenneth W. Kizer, the VA
under-secretary for health in
Washington DC, suspended
all VA research in Los
Angeles from 26 March, four

days after the National
Institutes of Health’s Office
for Protection from Research
Risks suspended the
assurance agreement under
which VA scientists in Los
Angeles conducted federally
funded human studies.

In his letter suspending
human and animal studies,
Kizer wrote: “The lack of
adherence to research policy
and operational
requirements is a very grave
matter. Regrettably, facility
management’s
unresponsiveness now
adversely affects individual
investigators.”

VA officials in Los Angeles
responded by replacing the
acting director of research,
appointing new chairmen to
the human institutional
review boards and animal
review committees, and
reassessing all committee
membership. Rex Dalton
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