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French research support

NEWS

More clout for CNRS

FRENCH university scientists should be
bracing themselves for a radical new year.
Last week, the Council of Ministers, the
French cabinet, considered the programme
of the Centre National de la Recherche
Scientifique (CNRS), the body that
supports most basic science in France, and
has publicly approved of it.

Why should the council do that? To give
CNRS political weight in dealing with mini-
stries other than the ministry of research
and industry, to which it belongs, says
Pierre Papon, CNRS director-general.
Among those ministries is the ministry of
national education (MEN), responsible for
the universities.

CNRS will be restructuring its relation-
ship with the universities in 1984, says

Concerted selectivity

IN its unusual declaration, the French
cabinet has offered its support to CNRS in
pursuing a policy of ‘‘selectivity and
concentration’’, which echoes the policy of
a certain Science and Engineering Research
Council across the Channel. In outline, the
declaration announces that CNRS will
increase cooperation with *‘all involved in
research’’, including:

@ The universities, with which CNRS will
sign individual and collective agreements.
The declaration foresees ‘‘decisions, which
will allow the creation of new associations
[joint research groups, the principal form
of CNRS support] or the closure of others,
taken in liaison with the universities and the
minister of education, and taking into
account the quality of the research, its
relevance (o national scientific priorities
and the balance between regions’’.

@ Other research councils. The declar-
ation singles out INRIA (informatics),
CNET (telecommunications), and
CNEXO (ocean science).

® Industry, where the declaration foresees
more collaboration agreements between
CNRS and industry.

@ ‘‘Social partners’’, a neologism for
trade unions, involving increased research
on the impact of new technologies.

® And the regions (‘‘states’’}, which will
see more conventions lasting several years
such as (hose signed with Nord-Pas-de-
Calais and Provence-Célte d’ Azur, relating
CNRS policy to local needs perceived by
the (political) regional councils.

The declaration also states that
‘‘voluntary mobility of researchers will be
encouraged’’. And this could indeed be an
important step for CNRS, for it would
allow, for example, a CNRS scientist lo
leave his or her post for up to 3 years to
work in industry, freeing that person’s
salary and position for the period. This
could dramatically increase the fluidity of
CNRS laboratories. Robert Walgate
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Papon. The 75 universities of France are
‘‘too many’’, which has led to a ‘‘balkani-
zation”’ of university politics. Accordingto
Papon, CNRS will in future no longer be
able to support all subjects in all uni-
versities. All this is further evidence of a
tightening grip by CNRS of the distri-
bution of its money in the university system
and of an increasing emphasis on its own
laboratories. But the picture is not all black
for university researchers supported by
CNRS. Papon insists that the total value of
support will not fall — it will just be distri-
buted differently.

In the past, CNRS guidelines for uni-
versity support have centred on ‘‘excel-
lence’’. Exactly what the research was
about was not of great concern. Now,
excellence will be necessary but not suffic-
ient, says Papon; ‘‘coherence’’ with CNRS
policy will also be expected. This year, for
example, those policies include a regional
dimension — a wish to improve support in
the north and west, relatively undeveloped
scientifically; an emphasis on interdis-
ciplinary research, the barriers between
disciplines being felt to be particularly
strong in France; and special support for
life sciences.

Clearly, this marks an increase in
‘‘directive’’ rather than ‘‘responsive’’
support for science, a matter of debate in
many other countries. But France is to go
still further. CNRS is to sign — possibly
this week — an outline agreement with the
““Direction de la Recherche’’, which with
MEN is responsible for the universities.
This will mark a new degree of cooperation
between the two bodies. Some will fear this
development as a device for extending
CNRS policy now coloured strongly by its
exposure in the ministry of industry and
research, and by the aim of the present
government of achieving economic growth
through science and technology — into
university research.

Both MEN and CNRS insist, however,
that there will be room for independent
policies. There is, however, considerable
unease in the universities about the way in
which CNRS support and influence will
develop, particularly among those who do
not see their work as of particular
economic relevance. And it has been
exacerbated by the removal of ‘‘individual
aids’”’ — a system whereby CNRS
supported individuals with two or three
technicians, as a step to becoming an
‘‘associated laboratory’’ of CNRS shared
between university and the centre. There
are not enough technicians to go round,
says CNRS. So such early support is to be
limited to a few selected ‘‘young groups’’,
while individuals will apply for ‘‘free
contracts’” — two-year grants without
technicians that are not designed to lead to
associated status.

Robert Walgate

Unesco
US scientists hit
by withdrawal

Washington

THE United States’ decision to withdraw
from the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization
(Unesco) by the end of this year has
dismayed many US scientists who have
worked closely with the agency. They say
that Unesco’s scientific programmes have
generally remained free from the political
posturing that has tainted the agency’s
other activities, and warn that withdrawal
may exclude US scientists from valuable
international data-sharing agreements.

Formal notice of the decision was
delivered to Unesco at the end of
December. Under United Nations regu-
lations, the withdrawal will not take effect
until 31 December 1984, and the United
States will therefore continue to pay its $50
million contribution (about a quarter of
Unesco’s budget) for the remainder of this
year. Explaining the American decision to
pull out, a State Department spokesman
said Unesco had politized virtually every
activity it conducted, mismanaged its
budget and routinely adopted policies
hostile to the institutions of a free society.

Both the National Academy of Sciences
and the National Science Foundation
(NSF) told the State Department at the end
of last year that a decision to pull out could
have damaging repercussions for US
science. A letter from the academy charac-
terized science as one of Unesco’s success
stories and pointed out that no alternative
machinery existed to service international
collaboration concerned with such subjects
as the oceans, climate, the solid Earth and
the biosphere.

NSF has made a detailed study of
Unesco’s scientific value for the State
Department but its findings have not yet
been published. The general view of
scientists with knowledge of Unesco,
however, is that the benefits of staying in
outweigh those of leaving:
® Dr Della Laura, chief of international
hydrology at the US Geological Survey,
says Unesco’s International Hydrology
Programme has an excellent record and has
successfully steered clear of political issues.
If US scientists are unable to continue their
participation, she says, the United States
will “‘greatly miss’’ an arena in which
global information of hydrological prob-
lems is rapidly exchanged.
® Unesco’s activities in the Earth sciences
have received similar praise from Dr Lin
Hoover, deputy chief of international
scientific programmes at the Geological
Survey. About 300 American geologists
a year take part in research under the
Unesco-sponsored International Geo-
logical Correlation Programme and their
exclusion will force the United States to
negotiate countless bilateral agreements
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and will reduce opportunities for US geo-
logists to visit foreign sites in the company
of international experts.

Dr Roger Revelle, professor of science
and public policy at the University of Cali-
fornia, San Diego, says the United States
has been deeply involved in Unesco’s Inter-
governmental Oceanographic Commission
and two major projects it is helping to
coordinate — Tropical Oceans and Global
Atmosphere (TOGA) and the World
Ocean Circulation Experiment (WOCE).
He says the intergovernmental machinery
established by Unesco is essential to gain
permission to set up tide gauges and other
equipment in territorial waters.

The State Department has hinted during
informal conversations with the scientific
community that some of the money now
given to Unesco could be diverted to the
apolitical and, some believe, more efficient
International Council of Scientific Unions
(ICSU). But the suggestion has been

NEWS

dismissed by the National Academy of
Sciences, which insists that only a govern-
mental-level organization can command
the prestige and resources necessary to co-
ordinate global research programmes.
The academy is not, however, wholly
uncritical of Unesco. Its letter to the State
Department acknowledges that its manage-
ment of scientific programmes could be
improved. Now that the United States has
announced its firm intention to leave, US
scientists who work with Unesco hope that
they will nevertheless be allowed to partici-
pate in individual programmes of obvious
benefit to the United States. The United
States intends, for example, to remain
within the copyright convention and the
International Programme for the
Development of Communication. The
State Department has left the door open,
but it remains to be seen whether Unesco
itself, jilted by its biggest paymaster, will
agree. Peter David

Solar energy

Sahara’s power for Europe?

Rehovot

A SCHEME that may one day permit Sahara
sunshine to power the factories of Europe
was discussed this week by participants in
an International Workshop at the Weiz-
mann Institute of Science in Rehovot and
at Ein Bokek on the shores of the Dead Sea.

The idea is to collect solar energy in a
desert area (say Israel’s Negev, the south-
western part of the United States or the
Sahara) and to transform it into energy-
rich chemicals for piping to industrial areas
further to the north where, in yet another
catalytic transformation, this energy
would be released as heat for use in manu-
facturing processes.

Professor Israel Dostrovsky of the
Weizmann Institute, organizer of the
workshop, points out that “‘solar heat has
generally been used close to the site where it
is collected. This is because transforming it
into electricity and then back to heat (if that
is what the customer needs) entails a loss of
about 75 per cent of the energy.” He
hopes, however, that the ‘‘thermochemical
pipeline’’ will make it possible to deliver
solar heat to a remote customer with much
smaller losses and, simultaneously,
provide a convenient way to store solar
energy for night-time use.

Participating in the workshop were US
and West German scientists who have
studied the transformation of surplus
nuclear energy into chemical energy with
much the same goals in mind. Indeed, the
Germans have even built a successful
10-megawatt pilot plant at Jiilich, near
Cologne. But solar energy presents an
additional challenge because, unlike
nuclear energy, it does not come in a steady
flow.

A one-megawatt pilot plant to test the
“‘thermochemical pipeline’’ concept will
be built on the Weizmann campus with
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energy from a solar tower.

While institute researchers have no
delusions about solar sources supplying
most of the world’s energy needs, they
think the new scheme is worthy of support
— and particularly from the oil sheikhs of
Saudia Arabia and the Gulf States. “‘If
we’re successful’’, Professor Dostrovsky
observes, ““their vast stretches of sunbaked
sand will still be profitable after their oil
wells run dry.”’

Another original Israeli development in
the solar sphere won international recog-
nition two weeks ago when a contract was
signed between the Edison Company in
Southern California and Ormat Turbines

of Yavne, south of Tel Aviv. The Israeli
firm will be responsible for the construc-
tion and operation of a solar-pond power
plant, expected to supply 12,000 kilowatts
of power to California Edison customers
by the end of 1985, and 48,000 kilowatts in
1987 (with the addition of three more
ponds).

Ormat operates two solar ponds at the
Dead Sea; the first, inaugurated in 1979,
produces 150 kilowatts, and the second,
opened last year, produces 5 megawatts.
They exploit the fact that in a standing
pond of salt water a salinity gradient is
created, one which they have learned to
maintain artificially. Temperatures at the
very salty bottom reach up to 90°C, not
very hot compared with the 500°C steam
used in conventional turbines but hot
enough to drive the special Ormat turbine
generators in which fluid with a low boiling
point is substituted for steam.

Here, as elsewhere, scientists and
politicians now speak frequently about
what they expect to be happening by the
year 2000. By then, Professor Dostrovsky
hopes that his ‘‘solar pipeline”” will be
contributing significantly to a solution of
energy problems, and the Israeli Ministry
of Energy predicts that 11 per cent of the
country’s total energy needs will be met
from solar sources, divided in the following
way: 12 per cent from ‘‘passive’’ energy
(direct absorption not using collectors), 30
per cent from flat-plate collectors, 30 per
cent from concentrating collectors pro-
ducing industrial process heat, 16 per cent
from photovoltaic systems producing elec-
tricity directly, and 12 per cent from solar
ponds.

In another 16 years, it will be possible to
know whether this extremely optimistic
prediction proves to be correct.

Nechemia Meyers

A place in the Sun

THE multitude of solar energy projects in
Israel, were reviewed in a report recently
presented to the Food and Agricultural
Organization of the Uniled Nations by
Israel’s Agricultural Research Organi-
zation. The authors, D. Groves and I
Segal, point out that more than 700,000
Israeli households now have their water
heated by solar energy, thus accounting for
65 per cent of all domestic water heating.
The result they say, is a saving of 6 per cent
in electricity generation and 2 per centin all
primary energy supply. ‘“‘These figures’’,
they add, ‘“make Israel the world’s largest
per capita solar energy user.”’

Almost all this water is heated by flat-
plate collectors, developed in the 1950s by
Dr Harry Tabor and now manufactured by
no fewer than 130 individual companies.

Some of Israel’s most interesting solar
energy work is being done at the Desert
Research Institute of Ben-Gurion Univer-
sity of the Negev in Sdeh Boker, the iso-
lated place at which solar enthusiast Ben-

Gurion made his home after retiring from
the premiership. At Sdeh Boker, one finds,
for example, a special adobe house —
constructed by Michael Kaplan and Eli
Levin-Epshtein — which requires only
US$12 for total winter heating as against an
average of $1,000 for neighbouring homes.

Solar energy is also of interest (o Israeli
farmers. It is, for example, being used for
heating greenhouses from which vegetables
and flowers are exported (o Europe during
the winter months. All sysiems under
development take advantage of the fact
that even though Israeli winter nights tend
o be cold, there is usually excess heat
available for collection during the day.
Several researchers call for the collection of
this heat in water, which can be recirculated
during the evening hours, while others
favour its collection in special salt
hydrates, which are placed inside double-
layered pastic sheets from which the roofs
and walls are constructed. The salts change
from liquid to solid and back at about
20°C, at the same time releasing large
amounts of heat. Nechemia Meyers
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