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[LONDON] Scientists and science administra-
tors from the Middle East, Europe, the
United States and the Far East are to meet in
Paris next week to discuss plans to set up a
joint synchrotron radiation facility, which
would be the first regional centre for coop-
eration in basic research in the Middle East.

The meeting will be attended by scientists
from the region, including Cyprus, Egypt,
Iran, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, the Palestinian
Authority, Syria and Turkey. Two officials
from the US administration are also expect-
ed to attend, along with officials from the
Abdus Salam Centre for Theoretical Physics
in Trieste, Italy.

Plans for the new centre revolve around
the strong probability that Germany is pre-
pared to present scientists in the Middle East
with BESSY-1, a 0.8 GeV synchrotron radia-
tion source as a gift. BESSY-1, currently
based in Berlin, is still active after 14 years,
but is due to be shut down at the end of the
year. No country in the Middle East has such
a facility.

The synchrotron, which is worth $60 mil-
lion, will be replaced by BESSY-2. An upgrad-
ed 1 GeV BESSY-1 would form the core of a
planned international centre of excellence
providing training and research for the Mid-
dle East’s scientists in structural biology, envi-
ronmental and materials science.

A key aim will also be to attract scientists
from Europe and the United States to the
region. The facility may in addition tempt
back some of the Middle East’s many scien-

Winick is credited with coming up with
the idea of moving BESSY-1 to the Middle
East during discussions about the future of
the machine. The idea was taken further
through the Middle East Scientific Collabo-
ration network (MESC), a network of scien-
tists promoting research cooperation
between Europe, the United States and the
Middle East.

Participants at next week’s meeting in
Paris will discuss the facility’s governing
apparatus and a timetable for action.
Herwig Schopper, former director-general
of the European Laboratory for Particle
Physics (CERN) and an active member of
MESC, will chair the meeting.

The United Nations Educational, Scientif-
ic and Cultural Organization (Unesco) is
expected to be confirmed as the facility’s
umbrella body, mainly because of its long
experience and perceived neutrality in the
region. Participants at the meeting will also be
urged to lobby their governments to support
the facility at the World Conference on Sci-
ence in Budapest later this month. They will
aim to have the project included in the confer-
ence’s Framework for Action document.

Funding for the project will be high on
the agenda. Despite not having to pay for
BESSY-1 itself, around $10 million will be
needed for the upgrade, $10 million for con-
struction and infrastructure, and about
$10 million a year will go on running costs.

There are no obvious sources for the
money. Cash-constrained Unesco is expect-
ed to provide little more than important
diplomatic support, and the Middle East’s
richer countries, such as the oil-producing
states of Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, have so far
chosen not to participate.

The project’s founders are not expecting
Germany to fill the shortfall, partly out of a
feeling that it has already done enough. But
Germany will be lobbied to help obtain
European Union funds before its presidency
of the body ends this month.

The influential US physical-science com-
munity will be urged to investigate potential
sources in the United States. One such source
could be the estimated $2 billion Middle East
aid package currently being negotiated in the
US Congress. In addition, the US Department
of Energy is understood to be receptive to the
idea of training scientists from the Middle
East in accelerator technology and the uses of
synchrotron radiation sources at its labs.

But the Paris meeting will not take a
decision on the most sensitive issue: the
synchrotron’s location. Instead, govern-
ments who want to host the facility will be

tists who have left to work abroad. The facili-
ty will also have an important diplomatic
role: helping to improve relations within one
of the world’s more troubled regions.

The project’s founders are Herman
Winick of the Stanford Linear Accelerator
Centre in California, a member of the
Machine Advisory Committee of BESSY-2,
and fellow committee member Gustav-
Adolf Voss, a former director at the DESY
laboratory in Hamburg.

Middle East synchrotron facility
could bring regional cooperation

Young at heart: after 14 years in Berlin, BESSY
(above) may be heading for a second lease of life
in the Middle East.

[LONDON] Pakistan’s prime
minister, Mian Nawaz Sharif,
last month announced plans
for a 1 billion rupee (US$23
million) investment in science
and technology. The
announcement was made
on the first anniversary of
Pakistan’s nuclear tests.

About half the money is
expected to be spent on
research and research
infrastructure, including
scholarships for 300
additional PhD students in
Pakistani universities, and for
100 students to be sent
overseas. The remaining
funds will be spent on
science education.

Sharif has pledged to

provide a science teacher for
every government school,
and has promised to set up
polytechnics in each of the
country’s administrative
divisions. The government
will also set up a committee
to recommend ways of
giving more autonomy to
research institutions.

“One year ago we broke
the shackles of dependence
on foreign technology and
conducted successful
nuclear tests,” said Sharif.
“We should now focus our
attention on making Pakistan
an economic power.”

The initiatives are the
most comprehensive and
ambitious that Pakistan has

seen for a decade. They
have also come as a
surprise for many in
Pakistan’s science
community because the
present Muslim League
government — like its
predecessor — had
previously shown little
interest in science.

Many scientists are
uncertain whether the funds
will materialize, as similar
promises were not honoured
in the past. But one senior
scientist says he believes
this initiative is different, as it
originates from the prime
minister’s circle of close
advisers, rather than from the
science ministry. E. M.

Pakistan prime minister pledges science boost
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invited to submit bids to its governing body.
Cyprus, Egypt and the Palestinian Authority
have indicated that they will do so, and their
bids are being taken seriously. Other poten-
tial hosts, such as Turkey, may emerge after
the meeting.

Despite being the Middle East’s most
developed country scientifically, Israel
appears to have decided not to bid. This is
largely because an Israel-based facility
would end any hope of participation from
scientists from most of the region’s other
countries. 

“The advantages of having it in an Arab
country are greater than having it in Israel,”
says Eliezer Rabinovici, professor of physics
at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. Sci-
entists from Iran, Lebanon and Syria would
not have been allowed by their governments
to participate if there had been a chance that
the facility would find a home in Israel.

But Israel’s active participation is consid-
ered to be important for the project’s success,
says Voss.

The Palestinian Authority is a strong con-
tender to host the synchrotron. The project’s
founders, together with Ernst Weihreter, a
senior scientist at BESSY, have made visits to
Cyprus, Israel, Jordan and the West Bank.
The West Bank’s chief advantages include its
accessibility to scientists from both Israel
and the rest of the Middle East, and a centre
of scientific excellence would give a much-
needed boost to Palestinian scientists, if not
the Israeli–Palestinian peace process.

“Our scientific growth has been stunted
for many years, and we need opportunities to
help build our infrastructure so that we can
join the modern world,” says Hanna Hallak,
dean of science and chairman of the physics
department at Bethlehem University.

But a Palestinian bid has two prerequi-
sites, which may not be easy to obtain. The
first is continued peace between the govern-
ment of Israel and its Palestinian population
— renewed unrest will make it difficult for
scientists from other countries to work at the
centre. A second prerequisite is that most of
the funding will need to be found overseas, as
the Palestinian Authority is unlikely to con-
tribute substantially to the facility.

This is where the supporters of Egypt’s 
bid believe that they could have an 
edge. Egypt remains more stable politically
than its neighbour. The government is also
prepared to invest considerable sums towards
the facility’s construction and running 
costs, says Hamid Roushdy El-Kady, emeri-
tus professor of radiation biology at the
National Centre for Radiation Research and
former chairman of Egypt’s Atomic Energy
Authority.

Egypt has been developing accelerator
technology since 1961, says El-Kady, adding
that most of the region’s non-Israeli scientists
go to Egypt for training in radiation biology
and high-energy physics. Ehsan Masood

[WASHINGTON] The US Department of Agri-
culture (USDA) is to set up a biotechnology
advisory committee made up of scientists,
farmers, industry groups, environmentalists
and members of the public. The move has
been made partly in the hope that it may
head off the kind of controversy over genet-
ically modified (GM) foods that has raged
recently in Europe.

The department plans to begin soliciting
nominations for members this week. The
agriculture secretary, Dan Glickman, who
announced the new committee in March, will
select 25 people representing a range of view-
points. According to Michael Schechtman of
the USDA, who will be the panel’s executive
secretary, the committee will be expected to
meet a maximum of four times a year.

Environmentalists have praised USDA’s
new willingness to listen to public concern
about agricultural biotechnology. While
cautioning that the committee’s goals are
“still a little unclear”, Rebecca Goldburg of
the Environmental Defense Fund in New
York says that it represents “a real change”.

“I think Glickman has been gaining an
understanding that he and industry cannot
talk this problem away,” says Jane Rissler of
the Union of Concerned Scientists. USDA,
along with the Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) and the Food and Drug
Administration, has regulatory responsibili-
ty for GM foods.

Glickman appears to have backed away
recently from what some have characterized
as unabashed ‘boosterism’ about GM crops.
“We can’t force these new genetically engi-
neered food products down consumers’
throats,” he said in April at a commencement
ceremony at Purdue University, Indiana.
“Dismissing the scepticism that’s out there is
not only arrogant, it’s also a bad business
strategy,” he added.

Regarding the deci-
sion by some British
supermarket chains to
ban GM foods, the
secretary said that
such organizations
needed “a little bit of
educating, but I don’t
think we can just sit
here and berate them”.

He struck a similar
tone before the World
Agricultural Congress
in St Louis in May, say-
ing: “Americans are
more willing to see sci-

ence as a force for progress… while Euro-
peans may be more cautious, more con-
cerned perhaps about even the theoretical
possibility of risk.”

But the USDA panel’s membership may
be contentious, if a recent fight over the
composition of a National Academy of Sci-
ences committee on pesticide-resistant GM
plants is an indication of how polarized the
debate has become (see Nature399, 7; 1999).

Attempts to bring all the ‘stakeholders’
around the same table can backfire badly, as
in the case of a 50-member panel formed by
the EPA, at the request of the vice-president,
Al Gore, to discuss pesticides in food. In
April, seven environmental groups walked
out of the Tolerance Reassessment Advisory
Committee, claiming that it was dominated
by agricultural and chemical interests.

The EPA is holding public meetings this
summer to discuss pest-resistance manage-
ment plans for GM crops.

But there has been little progress on a
proposal to raise GM crops as a trade issue at
a meeting of G8 nations this summer, which
some in Congress have been pushing
(Nature399, 287; 1999). Tony Reichhardt
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Biotech panel set up in US
may help allay public fears

German plan to curb rise in research funds
[MUNICH] Germany’s 16 Länder (states) say
they want to cut down considerably on the
five per cent increase in next year’s budget
that has been promised to the main basic
research organizations, the Deutsche
Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG) and the
Max Planck Society (MPS).

The DFG and MPS are jointly funded by
the federal government and the Länder. A
recent report from the German Press Agency
quotes an unpublished agreement drawn up
by the Länder ministers of finance to limit
the budget increase to two per cent in 2000.
The agreement also says that budgets should

be negotiated annually in future, rather than
guaranteeing fixed mid-term increases.

If approved by the Länder this month,
the plan could hinder implementation of the
recommendations of an external committee
that evaluated internal procedures of the
MPS and DFG (see Nature 399, 395–396;
1999). The committee said that a guaranteed
mid-term financial framework should be
maintained to allow reforms to be made. But
the federal government is unlikely to block a
cost-cutting Länder agreement at a time
when the federal budgets for 2000 are to be
reduced by 7.4 per cent. Quirin Schiermeier

Glickman: ‘let’s win
over our opponents’.
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