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Losing the 'R' from R&D 
London 
THE Joint European Submicron Silicon 
Initiative (JESSI), the seven-yearresearch 
and development programme designed to 
counter the growing dominance of the 
Japanese electronics industry, is being 
shorn of almost all of its basic, long-term 
research. With JESSI forced to trim its 
planned budget for 1992 by 25 per cent, 
researchers working on basic semicon
ductor research - most of whom are 
based in universities or other nonprofit 
institutes- will bear the brunt of the cuts. 

Two years after its inception, JESSI 
has run into financial difficulties. Accord
ing to JESSI officials, the main problem is 
the failure of the European Commission to 
provide more than a third of its promised 
contribution (see Nature 354, 5; 7 No
vember 1991). When JESSI was planned, 
one quarter of its $5,000-million budget 
was supposed to come from the Commis
sion, a similar sum from the individual 
European governments interested in the 
programme (Belgium, Britain, France, 
Germany, Italy and the Netherlands have 
since signed up), and the remaining half 
would be supplied by the European semi
conductor industry itself. 

For an expensive research and devel
opment programme to be forced to cut 
back is not unusual. But JESSI's budget 
shortfall will alter the balance of the entire 
project. Planned as a multilayered scheme 
to address most aspects of semiconductor 
research and development - from basic 
research not expected to yield products 
for a decade or more, to improvements in 
current industrial semiconductor manu
facturing processes - JESSI may now 
become purely a product development 
programme, concentrating on technolo
gies and applications for semiconductors 
that are likely to come to the market within 
the next five years. 

The problems for JESSI's basic re
search programme began a year ago, when 
the German government, as part of its 
general retreat from international research 
collaboration in the face of the cost of 
German unification, decided it could not 
pay for JESSI's basic semiconductor re
search beyond the end of 1991. The other 
five countries quickly followed suit, argu
ing that the national governments had to 
take a consistent line, leaving public fund
ing for the programme entirely in the hands 
of the European Commission. When the 
problems with the Commission's contri
bution became apparent earlier this year, 
JESSI's governing board realized the ba
sic research programme was going "to run 
straight into a brick wall", says Ron Lawes, 
from the UK Science and Engineering 
Council's Rutherford Appleton Labora
tory, who serves on the JESSI board. 

Lawes, who has responsibility for 
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JESSI' s basic research (which was planned 
to consume some 15 per cent of the total 
JESSI budget), may soon find that this 
role evaporates to nothing. Even the jewel 
in the crown of the basic research 
programme- a project to develop micro
chips whose smallest features are only 
0.25 micrometres wide - has no firm 
guarantee of funding. (This project is more 
ambitious than the efforts of the Sematech 
consortium, JESSI's counterpart in the 
United States, which is aiming at 0.35-
micrometre devices). Almost one-half of 
the 0.25-micrometre project has already 
been lost, and if the project is to be funded 
at all, it must compete with many hun
dreds of other proposals chasing after 
grants from the European Commission's 
heavily oversubscribed ESPRIT informa
tion technology programme. "We're 
optimistic that we'll get an answer by 
Christmas," Lawes says. But with the Com
mission keeping JESSI in the dark about 
its deliberations, he is less optimistic about 
what that answer might be. Other projects 
have been cast aside entirely, including 
research into semiconductor 'packaging' 
-how to integrate new and faster micro
chips into working electronic devices. 

The collapse of JESSI's basic research 
programme is expected to reduce drasti
cally the semiconductor research effort in 
Europe's universities and non-commer
cial research institutes. Unlike most areas 
of JESSI, where the majority of the work 
is planned for industrial laboratories, about 
three-quarters of the scientists and engi
neers who expected to be employed on 
JESSI's basic research are based outside 
of industry. 

But JESSI is an industry-led 
programme, designed to strengthen the 
European semiconductor industry, rather 
than to subsidize academic researchers. 
"It's fair to say that Europe's problems in 
the industry are not basic research prob
lems," says Michael Borrus, from the Ber
keley Roundtable on the International 
Economy, who follows the electronics 
industry. So how will the loss of most of 
JESSI's basic research affect the 
programme's main mission of responding 
to the success of the Japanese industry? 

As might be expected, the line from 
industry is slightly different from that of
fered by Lawes and Radelaar. "If we don't 
survive the next two years, I don't care 
about the next ten years," says Hartwig 
Bierhenke, a research and development 
planner with the German electronics com
pany Siemens, one of the biggest indus
trial players within JESSI. "If there is a 
lack of money, we have to concentrate on 
the nearer goals." Significantly, Bierhenke 
sits alongside Lawes on the management 
board responsible for JESSI's basic re
search programme. 

Nevertheless, the European semicon
ductor industry's preoccupation with its 
short-term goals contrasts strongly with 
the long-term vision of the Japanese in
dustry. And the loss of JESSI's basic re
search will have one tangible effect. The 
basic research programme was designed 
in part to provide technologies that could 
be developed into products under a suc
cessor to JESSI. If JESSI sheds its basic 
research, then a follow-up programme, 
after JESSI expires in 1996, looks ex
tremely unlikely. Peter Aldhous 
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Rifkin wins suit 
Washington 
THE Foundation on Economic Trends and 
its president, Jeremy Rifkin, last week 
won a court victory over the Department 
of Defence (DoD) which will force the mili
tary to prepare studies on the environmen
tal effects of their research programme to 
find defences against biological weapons. 

The US District Court for the District 
of Columbia ruled that DoD must file an 
environmental impact statement (EIS) on 
its Biological Aerosol Test Facility at the 
Dugway proving grounds within six 
months. The court also ruled that DoD 
must prepare environmental assessments 
at five other facilities where the Army or 
DoD contractors are conducting research 
on biological toxins in the two highest risk 
categories, known as BL-3 and BL-4. 

DoD spokesman Rick Thomas says the 
Army has already prepared an EIS for 
Dugway and is in the process of finishing 
environmental assessments at the other 
facilities. "Nothing in this agreement forces 
the Army to do anything we weren't plan
ning to do in the first place," he says. 

Officials at the National Institutes of 
Health (NIH), which conducts BL-3 and, 
occasionally, BL-4 experiments, are con
cerned that the ruling could be applied to 
NIH laboratories. "There is a possibility 
that the finding of the court in regard to 
DoD could be used as a precedent in chal
lenging the NIH," says Robert McKinney, 
director of NIH's safety division. Although 
NIH has recently finished its draft envi
ronmental policy, it does not plan to auto
matically conduct environmental assess
ments for experiments with biological tox
ins. Spokeswoman Anne Thomas says the 
agency "is studying the case with some 
interest and discussing [possible responses] 
with the Department of Justice." 

BL-4 materials include organisms not 
normally found in the United States with 
the potential of being highly infectious in 
humans; work on such organisms is done 
in sealed containers with gloves attached 
to the walls. BL-3 materials are generally 
organisms found in the country, such as 
tuberculosis, and can be safely contained 
within laboratory air hoods. 

Christopher Anderson 
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