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collaboration with them (see box, left).
Most of the scientists who have won

Hughes funding completed their PhDs or
postdoctoral work in Europe or the United
States, and could have prospered there. Yet,
according to HHMI officials and the Latin
American scientists themselves, the work
they presented has some way to go to match
that of the Canadian scientists who attended
the same meeting.

Many of the scientists see an opportunity

to change that. But they acknowledge that the
needs of an élite have to be balanced against
the need to build a reasonably broad scientific
base. Fernando Reinach, a biochemist at the
University of São Paulo and part-time head of
the life sciences division of FAPESP, the pow-
erful São Paulo state funding agency, says: “In
Brazil, if you just support ten groups, you
would kill our scientific base. The question is:
how do you build the pyramid?”

Science on the continent faces a moment

of truth in the face of sweeping economic lib-
eralization, says Reinach. The scientific com-
munity, he says, can either come out of this
turmoil reinvigorated, as a strong player in
the economic progress of these countries —
or be marginalized as an inefficient machin-
ery incapable of responding to change.

Reinach and Oliva both believe that sci-
entists in Latin America should pay more
attention to questions of direct importance
to the region. “Scientists need to approach
problems that are close to the needs of their
own countries,” says Oliva. “Some of the
good scientists here are too US-orientated,”
agrees Reinach, who also holds a visiting fel-
lowship at Cornell University in New York.
“You don’t want to be provincial, but there
are unique opportunities here.”

He cites the local response to a proposal to
sequence the genome of the citrus tree
pathogen Xylella fastidiosa (see Nature 389,
654; 1997). “Craig Venter [the prominent US
geneticist] thought it was a great idea,” he
says. “But a lot of people in Brazil weren’t
sure it was the right thing to do.”

Argentina, with its strong scientific tradi-
tion and relatively powerful economy, faces
problems typical of the continent. Its huge,
under-resourced universities pay scant
attention to research, and government offi-
cials do not feel that the council for science
and technology’s 150 research institutes are
addressing national needs. Its solution is a
new research funding agency (see box).

Scientists face many workaday problems
too, the most obvious being the delay of
urgently needed supplies, such as enzymes,
at customs. “Everything to do with buying
supplies is extremely complex,” says Raúl
Padrón, a structural biologist in Caracas and
the sole Venezuelan supported by HHMI.
“Things will sometimes be damaged because
they are not refrigerated properly at customs.
They can take months — or a year.”

HHMI hopes to gain more support for
science through the leverage of its interna-
tional scholars programme, which gives 20
Canadians and 27 life scientists from Latin
America $50,000 a year for five years to aug-
ment their existing funding.

“This obviously won’t solve all the prob-
lems,” says Purnell Choppin, president of
HHMI. “But supporting nine or ten high-
quality scientists in a country does two
things. It supports these individuals, and
keeps them there; and it tells the government
of the country that they have top people that
an outside organisation such as HHMI is
prepared to support.”

The governments may now be ready to
rise to that challenge. According to Susana
Decibe, the minister of education and cul-
ture, Argentina wants to double the pro-
portion of gross domestic product spent on
R&D, to one per cent. “It’s a small figure by
the standards of developed countries, but a
very ambitious target for us,” she says.
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[BUENOS AIRES] A new science-
funding agency will open in
Argentina this year,
multiplying by a factor of ten
the money available to
scientists in peer-reviewed,
extramural grants.

Some see the setting up
of the agency, however, as a
government move to exercise
more control over research,
and as a threat to their
independence.

The agency will aim to
establish the peer-review
process, according to Juan
Carlos del Bello, secretary of
science and technology at
Argentina’s education
ministry. “Peer review is not
widely applied in Argentina —
in fact, it has not really been
applied at all,” he says.

But one molecular
biologist at the national
council for science and
technology (CONICET), which
is currently the main sponsor
of basic research in
Argentina, argues that peer
review within CONICET is
already open and fair, and
complains that the new
agency will be government-
controlled, and consequently
biased towards technology.

The $35-million research
grant budget of the new
National Agency for the
Promotion of Science and
Technology is modest
compared to the $900 million
that the Argentine
government will spend on
research and development
this year. But both the
government and the Inter-
American Development Bank
(IDB), which provided loans to
the agency, expect its
influence greatly to exceed its
raw spending power.

The agency’s director is
Mario Mariscotti, a respected
physicist who is also
president of the Argentine
National Academy of
Sciences. Applications for the
agency’s first round of grants
were invited last August and
are now under review. The
applications received for the
grants — each worth about
$25,000 a year for three years
— numbered 2,400, and 700
awards will be made.

The grants are expected
to support teams of three
people; they exclude salaries,
which will normally be paid
by the university or institute
where the researcher works.
The Argentinian government
is negotiating with the IDB to
increase the value of each
grant to an annual $50,000
next time round.

Fourteen active scientists
from different disciplines have
been appointed to vet the
applications and send them
for review by qualified peers
inside and outside Argentina.
After the best applications are
identified, committees of
scientists from each of the 14

disciplines will select
recipients on the basis of
their ‘relevance’ to national
goals as spelt out in the new
National Plan for Science and
Technology for 1998–2000.

Del Bello, an economist
who was responsible for
Argentinian universities
before taking up his current
post in 1996, has harsh words
for CONICET. CONICET runs
150 institutes and employs
3,000 staff scientists — leaving
only $4 million of its $200
million budget for external
grants. Although the CONICET
institutes are often physically
attached to universities, del
Bello says the bedfellows
have commonly been “in
conflict” with each other. The
CONICET institutes “are
independent entities, isolated
and sometimes privileged”,
he says, and their staff
“refuse to teach”.

Given such government
sentiments about an
organization that employs
most of the country’s leading
scientists, it is unsurprising
that the new agency has
attracted considerable
criticism. It is seen by some
scientists as an attempt by
the government to direct
research more forcibly and as
a threat to their traditional
independence.

The molecular biologist
from CONICET says that del
Bello wanted to dismantle
CONICET when he took office,
but was dissuaded from
doing so “by scientists’
demonstrations”. Del Bello
denies that he had any such
intention — although he points
out that the World Bank
suggested privatizing the
CONICET institutes. C. M.

Argentina gives peer review a boost

Mariscotti: heading the new
agency to promote peer review.
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