
Tony Reichhardt, Washington
President George W. Bush ended months of
speculation on 25 June, when he nominated
John Marburger, a physicist who now
directs the Brookhaven National Laborato-
ry on Long Island, New York, for the post of
White House science adviser.

Pending approval by the US Senate,
60-year-old Marburger, whose research
background is in lasers and nonlinear optics,
will also direct the White House Office of Sci-
ence and Technology Policy. 

In an interview, Marburger told Nature
that he sees the adviser’s role as being that of
“a broker between the scientific community
and the administration”. But at the same
time, he cautions that “science is not the only
driver for policy”, and that the president will
always consider other factors, such as eco-
nomics, in his decisions. And, ominously for
scientists looking for extensive budget
increases, Marburger notes that Bush’s
recently enacted tax cut could make such
increases a difficult proposition.

But with the White House already
ensnared in scientific controversies ranging
from climate change to stem-cell research
(see below), it is Marburger’s established

skills as a mediator and public explainer of
science that are likely to come to the fore. 

Marburger believes that scientists need to
be better communicators — and to respect
others’ points of view. “It isn’t as if scientists
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[just] need to teach the public about
science,” he says. “There’s a lot of emotion on
these issues, and you need to be patient with
the concerns and take them very seriously.
You can’t just stonewall people who are
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Stem-cell debate heats up as Bush ponders policy
Meredith Wadman, Washington
With the Bush administration poised to
decide in July whether to allow federal
funding for research on human embryonic
stem cells, leading scientists have stepped up
criticism of the idea that adult stem cells
could offer an alternative.

At a National Academy of Sciences
workshop on 22 June, researchers questioned
the strength of recent research that suggested
adult stem cells can switch function. The
critics included authors of papers that
appeared to show that stem cells from adult
tissue in mice and humans can transform
into fully differentiated cells of other tissues.

Speakers at the workshop said that the
existence of such transformations remains

unproven, and efforts to repeat some of the
experiments have failed. In mice, on which
many of the experiments rely, “all of the early
claims are now falling apart”, said Irving
Weissman, a biologist at Stanford University. 

Margaret Goodell, the senior author on a
1999 Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences paper that helped to launch the early
excitement about adult stem cells, said that
she felt her work was being misused for
political purposes. “The science doesn’t justify
what’s happening at the moment, which is
[people] saying ‘adult stem cells can do
anything’,” said Goodell, a stem-cell biologist
at Baylor College of Medicine in Houston.

But opponents of embryonic stem-cell
research noted that the scientific community

does not speak for the moral status of human
embryos. Kevin Fitzgerald, a molecular
geneticist at Loyola University Medical Center
in Chicago, said that it was not necessarily
right for scientists to pursue all available lines
of research, and called for embryonic stem-
cell research to be confined to animals.

President Bush last week publicly backed
a bill before Congress that would criminalize
cloning for research or reproductive
purposes (see Nature 411, 3; 2001).

But senior Republicans who oppose
abortion are urging Bush to fund embryonic
stem-cell research. Senate minority leader
Trent Lott (Republican, Mississippi) said on
24 June that its benefits were “substantial”
and “should be carefully considered”. n

Words of advice: John Marburger says scientists need to become more responsive communicators.
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concerned about their health, or who are
concerned about their faith.”

Marburger arrived at Brookhaven in
1998 in the role of clean-up man, following
a huge public row over a radioactive leak
that had mobilized local opinion against
the laboratory (see Nature 400, 303; 1999).
He soon received widespread praise for
calming down what had become an ugly
feud between laboratory staff and environ-
mental activists. 

Before Marburger took over, “you
couldn’t even get people at the lab to return
your phone calls”, says Scott Cullen, a
lawyer for the anti-nuclear STAR Founda-
tion, which led local criticism of the
laboratory. “It was a completely adversarial
relationship,” Cullen adds. “He definitely
changed that.”

It wasn’t Marburger’s first experience
in a hothouse public controversy: 20 years
ago, he chaired a fact-finding panel on
Long Island’s Shoreham Nuclear Power
Plant, which was bitterly opposed by
activists and was eventually dismantled. 

Although lacking direct authority
over major research agencies, such as the
National Science Foundation and the
National Institutes of Health, the science
adviser is the US administration’s top-
ranking official for setting science policy.
If, as expected, Marburger is confirmed
by the Senate, he will also co-chair the
President’s Committee of Advisors on
Science and Technology with the venture
capitalist Floyd Kvamme (see Nature 410,
617; 2001).

Marburger received his undergraduate
degree from Princeton and his doctorate
in applied physics from Stanford. In the
1970s he was a department chair and dean
at the University of Southern California,
where he co-founded a centre for laser
studies. From 1980 to 1994, he was presi-
dent of the State University of New York
at Stony Brook, from where he also served
as chairman of the Universities Research
Association as it managed construction
of the ill-fated Superconducting Super-
collider project. 

Michael Lubell, head of public affairs at
the American Physical Society, calls the
nominee “a good choice”, and praises him
for his solid understanding of science
policy. But Lubell worries whether the new
science adviser will obtain direct access to
the president, or instead will have to work
through White House staff director
Andrew Card. 

It is a question Marburger has asked
himself. “I was interested in how the staff
works to provide advice to the administra-
tion on all kinds of issues,” he says. “And I
was impressed with the dynamic that I
found in the president’s office. They work
well together as a team, and the president
seems to listen.” n

Declan Butler
A powerful congressional committee has
passed a budget bill which, if enacted, could
close down PubScience, a free search service
for the physical sciences literature, operated
by the US Department of Energy (DoE). 

The budget bill, which was passed last
week by the House appropriations subcom-
mittee for energy and water development
and was expected to be endorsed by the full
appropriations committee, is likely have a
chilling effect on other government-operat-
ed services, including the National Library of
Medicine’s PubMed Central, according to
some observers. 

The DoE’s Office of Scientific and Tech-
nical Information (OSTI) launched Pub-
Science in 1999 to give physical scientists the
kind of free, journal cross-searching facilities
already offered to life scientists by PubMed.
But the House subcommittee says in its bill
that it is concerned that the OSTI is duplicat-
ing information services already available
from commercial publishers, and urges a
careful review of PubScience. This advice is
likely to be heeded: “Needless to say, OSTI
and DoE will be very responsive to the
guidance of Congress,” says Walter Warnick,
director of the OSTI.

The subcommittee proposes a 2002 bud-
get for the OSTI of $7.9 million, $1.1 million
less than it asked for, and more than $700,000
less than this year’s budget. This cut is greater
than the running costs of PubScience. Before
becoming law, the entire bill has to approved
by the full House, agreed with the Senate and
signed by President George W. Bush. 

The proposal arose after a lobbying cam-
paign aimed against PubScience, spearhead-
ed by the Washington-based Software &
Information Industry Association (SIIA) on
behalf of for-profit and non-profit member
companies including Reed Elsevier, ISI,
Chemical Abstracts Services and Cambridge
Scientific Abstracts.

David LeDuc, an SIIA official, says that
PubScience provides a service similar to
products offered by the association’s mem-
bers, and “makes it increasingly difficult for
these private-sector companies to continue
offering their products”. He says that govern-
ment initiatives should confine themselves
to providing access to government informa-
tion, and not act as secondary publishers. 

Arie Jongeman, managing director of
Elsevier Science’s physical sciences division,
says that the subcommittee’s proposal means
that “people have come to their senses; sanity
is prevailing”. He claims that services such as
PubScience are often less efficient than out-
sourcing, and that their true costs can be

concealed. Jongeman adds that the appro-
priators’ action “is an important signal that
this kind of US governmental support is
something which is dangerous and can flip
back to zero overnight”.

But one DoE official argues that Pub-
Science is “well anchored in law”, noting that
the department’s mission explicitly includes
the dissemination of scientific information. 

And Martin Blume, editor-in-chief of the
American Physical Society, which has exten-
sive publishing interests, says that Pub-
Science is not in competition with these “any
more than the National Library of Medicine,
MedLine, and PubMed are”. He adds: “The
concern of the appropriators is not justified.”

But the SIIA is widely expected to attack
PubMed next. The better-established life-
sciences service, however, may prove to be a
difficult target, as the National Library of
Medicine, which operates it, has very strong
support in the Congress.

There are signs, meanwhile, that the
government’s role in scientific publishing is
becoming a partisan issue. In May, Joe
Lieberman (Democrat, Connecticut), chair
of the Senate Committee on Governmental
Affairs, introduced a bill that would give fed-
eral research agencies an explicit mandate to
carry out PubScience-like activities. The act
explicitly states that agencies should develop
websites with links to the servers of outside
publishers. The contrast between the two
measures would appear to set the stage for a
conflict on Capitol Hill between Democrats,
who control the Senate, and Republicans,
who control the House. n

ç http://pubsci.osti.gov

ç http://www.siia.ne

ç http://www.nature.com/nature/debates/e-access
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Budget proposal casts doubt
over physics portal’s future

Open to suggestions: Walter Warnick says he
will take the congressional advice seriously.
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