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Japan will fund 
nanotechnology 

major 
project 

• MITI shifting towards basic research 
• Linked to reorganization at Tsukuba 
Tokyo 
JAPAN'S Ministry of International Trade 
and Industry (MITI) has decided to 
launch a major government/industry ini
tiative to develop nanotechnology. It is 
the latest and biggest in a series of 
Japanese projects aimed at building 
devices on the scale of nanometres. 

MITI will submit a budget request to 
the Ministry of Finance at the end of this 
month to begin a large-scale (ogata) 
industrial project in fiscal year 1992. The 
ministry would like to plough ¥25,000 
million (US$185 million) into the project 
over ten years, with hopes that private 
industry will match up to 30 per cent or 
so of that amount. 

Ogata projects are the largest in 
MITI's repertoire of industrial research 
projects and only one project is selected 
each year, so competition within the 
ministry to start new ogata projects is 
intense. The decision to support nano
technology marks a significant shift by 
the industrial ministry towards the sup
port of more basic research. Until now, 
ogata projects have focused on develop
ing specific pieces of technology such as 
automatic sewing machines and hyper
sonic aircraft engines. But the Angstrom 
Technology Project, as the new program
me is to be called, will aim at very basic 
research in the broad field of nanotech
nology. 

The project continues a government/ 
industry trend here to develop nanotech
nology. Earlier this year, for instance, 
MITI launched a 'quantum functional 
devices' project under its 'next genera
tion' Uiseidai) programme for the deve
lopment of basic technology for future 
industries. 

The jiseidai project, headed by Pro
fessor Hiroyuki Sakaki of the Research 
Centre for Advanced Technology of 
Tokyo University, will receive MITI 
funding of about ¥5,000 million ($40 
million) over ten years. Twenty to thirty 
electronic companies, some of them non
Japanese, attended an explanatory meet
ing for Sakaki's project earlier this month 
in Tokyo. Between five and eight wiH be 
selected to join the project after submitt
ing proposals. The number of companies 
joining the new ogata project will be an 
order of magnitude larger. 

By setting out to support basic res
earch in nanotechnology, the new Angs
trom Technology Project is in many ways 
more like a jiseidai project than a typical 
ogata project, and the similarity is not 
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coincidental. MITI's Agency of Indus
trial Science and Technology has recently 
undergone internal reorganization so 
that a senior bureaucrat is now in charge 
of both the jiseidai and ogata projects. 
The ministry's purpose in making this 
move is to concentrate more effort on 
basic research and to try to remove some 
of the internal divisions that typically 
exist within Japanese ministries, MITI 
officials say. 

The Angstrom Technology Project is 
also linked to a major reorganization of 
four MITI laboratories in Tsukuba 
Science City, where a new interdisciplin
ary centre will be created to carry out 
research on nanotechnology (see Nature 
351, 90; 1991). 

Over the past decade, about a dozen 
nanotechnology-related projects have 
been supported by the imaginative 
Exploratory Research For Advanced 
Technology (ERATO) programme run 
by the Research and Development Cor
poration of Japan, an affiliate of the 
Science and Technology Agency. Each 
ERATO project gets about $10--$15 mil
lion for five years to support a team of 
15-20 young (under 35) researchers from 
academic institutions and industry led by 
a senior researcher. 

Among the most recent are: the Aono 
Atomcraft project (1989-94), under the 
leadership of Masakazu Aono of the 
Institute of Physical and Chemical Res
earch; the Tonomura electron wavefront 
project (1989-94), headed by Akira 
Tonomura of Hitachi, to develop appli
cations of electron holography at the 
nanometre level; and the Sakaki quan
tum wave front project, in which a team 
led by Sakaki at Tokyo University will 
study the properties of semiconductor 
materials at the atomic level where elec
trons exhibit wavelike rather than par
ticle behaviour. 

The push by both ERATO and MITI 
to develop nanotechnology is not a 
planned or concerted government effort, 
however. Last week, officials in charge of 
ERA TO were unaware that MITI is 
about to launch a major initiative in 
nanotechnology. 

At present, it is mainly Japan's huge 
electronics companies that are showing 
interest in the Angstrom Technology 
Project. MITI officials are trying to 
interest biotechnology companies as 
well, but so far without much success. 
Representatives of biotechnology com
panies say they cannot see any immediate 

application for nanotechnology in bio
technology because nanotechnology is 
concerned largely with surface phenome
non in two dimensions and cannot deal 
with the three-dimensional world of bio
technology. 

Exactly what the project will focus on 
is not yet clear, and MITI officials have 
not yet decided on the detailed contents. 
The direction of the project should be
come clear next year when the project 
gets under way. As is always the case for 
ogata projects, MITI will apply for only a 
few tens of millions of yen in the first 
year. The budget request has to be 
approved by the Ministry of Finance and 
decision will not be made until the end of 
this year, but that is largely a formality. 
The biggest hurdle has already been 
overcome with the ministry's internal 
decision to support the project. 

David Swlnbanks 
SOVIET UNION-------

COUp catches NASA 
engineers in Moscow 
Washington 
THE political uncertainty following the 
surprise overthrow of Mikhail Gorbachev 
is likely to put in question many planned 
collaborations between western and Soviet 
scientists, and the long-term effects will 
not be known for some time. But for a 
group of seven National Aeronautics and 
Space Administration (NASA) engineers 
in Moscow to coordinate the launch of the 
first US/Soviet space mission since 1975, 
the turmoil is all too immediate. 

Last week saw the launch of the Soviet 
Meteor-3 satellite from the Plesetsk Co
smodrome, in the Russian republic, car
rying a US-made ozone mapping device. 
NASA officials had planned to remain in 
the Soviet Union after the launch, study
ing telemetry signals from the satellite 
until its instruments are turned on, 
several weeks from now. But these plans 
have now been altered. Last Monday, 
Charles Cote, US project manager for the 
mission at the Goddard Space Flight 
Center, said his colleagues were sitting 
tight in their hotel. "Our main goal is to 
keep in touch with our people and get 
them back in this country as soon as 
possible," he said. 

Shelby Tilford, NASA's director of 
Earth science, said that for the time being 
the US involvement in the mission will 
continue. "We'll deviate [from the plan] 
as appropriate, as things change." 

The Meteor-3 satellite is carrying a 
Total Ozone Mapping Spectrometer, 
identical to the one on board NASA's 
Nimbus-7 satellite, which since 1978 has 
been monitoring the decline in the ozone 
layer. The joint mission is the first of a 
series planned under a 1987 US/Soviet 
agreement to cooperate in space explora
tion and science. Peter Aldhous 
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