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Human Frontier effort 
gets promise from NIH 
• Institutes offer in-kind contributions 
• Psychological and political benefits 
Tokyo & Washington 
A LETTER from a senior official at the US 
National Institutes of Health (NIH) indicates 
that NIH have decided to contribute to the 
Human Frontier Science Program (HFSP), 
the ground-breaking Japanese effort to sup
port international research on the brain and 
molecular biology through a foundation 
based in Strasbourg, France. 

Although the US contribution will be rela
tively small and will be confined to support of 
researchers working in the United States, the 
NIH decision comes at a very opportune 
time for the Human Frontier programme -
it is nearing the end of a three-year trial 
period in which nearly all its financial sup
port has been provided by Japan, and it is 
now entering a critical phase of reassess
ment. Furthermore, the promise of an NIH 
contribution marks a remarkable reversal in 
the US attitude towards the programme, 
which was greeted with suspicion by the 
United States when it was first announced by 
Japan's Ministry of International Trade and 
Industry (MITI) in 1986. 

The NIH decision was announced by 
Edward Rail, its deputy director of intra
mural research, in a letter dated 26 February 
to Sir James Gowans, the British .secreta.,ry
general of the programme in Strasbourg. On 
Monday, however, there seemed to be some 
confusion in NIH as to just how far the deci
sion-making process had gone. Jerome 
Green, who is NIH's representative on the 
Frontier programme's board of trustees, said 
there had been no final decision on making 
contributions in kind, "letters and rumours 
to the contrary". 

Rail was out of town and not available for 
comment, but his letter clearly indicates that 
the NIH policy is set. The letter states that 
NIH will make an 'in kind' contribution for 
HFSP fellowships as follows: "Any fellow 
who is duly selected by the Fellowship Panel 
and approved by the Council of Scientists, 
and who plans to work at any laboratory in 
the National Institutes of Health, or the 
Alcohol, Drug Abuse and Mental Health 
Administration, will be supported by the 
National Institutes of Health in accordance 
with the same stipend level as the HFSP 
would provide." A notation at the bottom of 
the letter indicates that copies were sent to 
several science policy officials in Washing
ton, although not to Green. 

Such in-kind funding from the NIH will 
probabJy not cost the agency a great deal of 
money. In fiscal year 1990, only a handful of 
scientists were awarded HFSP fellowships to 
work at NIH laboratories, and with a similar 
number of awards expected this year, the size 
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of the US contribution will amount to only a 
few hundred thousand dollars at most. 

That is just a small percentage of the total 
cost. In fiscal year 1990, the Frontier pro
gramme awarded 29 grants of up to 
$400,000 a year to international teams, 80 
postdoctoral fellowships worth $40,000 a 
year and ten workshop grants of $80,000 
each. Nearly $20 million, or more than 75 
per cent of the $26 million budget for the 
programme in fiscal year 1990, was provided 
by MITI and Japan's Science and Tech
nology Agency (ST.A). The remainder was 
made up from $4.2 million carried over from 
fiscal year 1989, and relatively small con
tributions from four of the other six summit 
nations that belong to the HFSP: France 
($1.24 million), Italy ($0.24 million), 
Canada ($0.20 million) and Germany 
($0.12 million). (The United Kingdom and 
the United States have made no cash contri
butions.) 

But despite the relatively small size of the 
forthcoming NIH contribution, psychologi
cally and politically it is very important. 

Japanese backers of HFSP have been 
seriously concerned that the programme 
might run into funding difficulties in Japan if 
other summit nations, particularly the 
United States, did not contribute more. At 
the end of fiscal year 1991 (31 March 1992), 
the programme comes to the end of its three
year trial period, and the Japanese ministry 
of finance must decide if- and on what scale 
- to continue. Professor Akiyoshi Wada, 
one of the two Japanese members of the 
HFSP council of scientists, said last week 

Swiss sign up also 
SWITZERLAND has been officially accepted 
into Japan's Human Frontier Science 
Program (HFSP), becoming the first na
tion to join the progranune that was not 
one of the seven Summit nations that 
were the original members. 

The newest member will contribute 
$400,000 a year, making it the third lar
gest contributor after Japan and France. 
The acceptance of Switzerland into 
HFSP may stimulate other non-Summit 
nations to sign up for the programme, 
which supports international research on 
the brain and molecular biology. 

Switzerland, Sweden and Australia 
have long expressed an interest in joining 
the Frontiers programme, but an initial 
offer from these countries last year was 
rebuffed by the HFSP board of trustees. 
The deal fell through partly because the 
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that the lack of contributions from other 
countries was threatening the future of the 
programme. 

The failure of the programme would be a 
great loss not only for scientific reasons, he 
said. Many science and government officials 
in the summit nations think highly of the pro
gramme. For instance, Philip Schambra, di
rector of the Fogerty International Center at 
NIH, says that HFSP fulfils al\ important 
function in encouraging international co
operation in biological research and should 
be expanded. But Wada points out that the 
programme has meant even more than that 
to Japan. Although few people in the West 
realize it, he said, the programme has had 
tremendous beneficial effects in Japan by 
exposing some of the domestic bureaucratic 
barriers facing the internationalization of 
science. He likens Frontiers to the coming of 
the US 'black ships' led by Commodore Mat
thew C. Perry in the last century, which op
ened up Japan to the West after over two 
centuries of isolation. 

So Wada was relieved to hear the news 
that NIH and Switzerland (see below) will 
contribute to HFSP, and says he is now 
more optimistic about the future. 

In January, the HFSP board of trustees 
began the process of reassessing the pro
gramme. That process will be concluded in 
June- just in time for MITI and STA to 
make budget applications for fiscal year 
1992. The board is expected to recommend a 
further two-year trial period rather than 
giving its full-blooded support because it is 
too early to assess the scientific achievements 
of the programme. Wada and Japanese 
government officials in charge of the pro
gramme' hope that the votes of confidence 
from NIH and the Swiss will be enough to 
convince the Ministry of Finance not only 
that HFSP is worth continuing but also that it 
deserves increased support. 

David Swinbanks & 
Robert Pool 

board considered the amount offered 
(about $150,000 a year) to be too small. 
A second problem was that the Japanese 
officials negotiating the deal had offered 
preferred treatment to nations willing to 
make contributions, says Katherine Bick, 
who represented the United States on the 
board of trustees at that time. She says the 
board told the Japanese government that 
the grants would have to be made strictly 
on merit. And so the matter went back to 
the negotiating table (see Nature 345, 9; 
1990). 

Japanese government officials say they 
have not heard from Sweden or Australia 
recently and the "ball is now in their 
court", but Switzerland is now a fully 
fledged member of the programme. Two 
Swiss have been nominated to the board 
of trustees, and a Swiss scientist will join 
the council of scientists when it meets in 
Strasbourgnextweek. D.S. & R.P. 
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