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CORRESPONDENCE 

Irish science needs a champion 
SIR - Your articles on the funding of 
basic scientific research in Ireland1 high
light the bankruptcy of government policy 
on science, the funding of scientific re
search, the education of scientists in Ire
land to postgraduate level and, most im
portantly, they emphasize the alarming 
degree of anti-scientific culture among 
contemporary politicians in this country. 

As your articles correctly pointed out, 
Irish science badly needs a champion in 
government capable of taking a long-term 
view of the role of science and how it 
might flourish through orderly planning 
and a guaranteed injection of even modest 
funding. For too long the scientific com
munity has had to survive from year to 
year on the basis of whimsical policy or 
none at all. Ministers in successive govern
ments with responsibility for science and 
technology have largely chosen to ignore 
the scientific aspects of the brief in favour 
of the technological, often deliberately 
downgrading the status of science in the 
process (a notable exception was Michael 
Smith). Irish politicians and senior civil 
servants with responsibility for industry, 
technology and science might broaden 
their perspectives on the essential role of 
basic research and its value to a nation 
through reading Leon Lederman's 
thought -provoking articles2
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I would like however, to correct the 
implication in "Irish funding disappears", 
which seems to suggest that EOLAS, the 
Irish Scientific Funding Agency, is some
how responsible in part for the situation in 
which Irish science finds itself. This is not 
so. EOLAS has served science very well, 
given its limited resources and the breadth 
and depth of its responsibilities. It has 
been a long-time champion of postgradu
ate funding for research and has success
fully defended and administered various 
programmes of funding for research over 
the past decade. Its chairman, Professor 
Gerry Wrixon, has many times gone on 
record to state that "any sustained effort 
in applied research is useless unless you 
continue to fund basic research at the 
same time". It seems incongruous that 
EOLAS is about to be dismantled and 
subsumed into a new agency, FORFAS, 
where its commitment to scientific en
deavour will be even more diluted. Yet 
another example of the devaluation of 
science and scientists in this country. 

Ireland has a long and successful track 
record in attracting new industries, many 
with state-of-the-art technology. Howev
er, times are now changing because of 
strong competition from other markets. 
Confidence of potential investors must 
surely be shaken by the prospect of setting 
up high-technology industry in a country 
where less government money is invested 
in basic research than in sport and where 

10 

postgraduate remuneration is worth less 
than the minimum unemployment be
nefit. The irony is that funding of basic 
research in Ireland would not be very 
costly. An annual allocation of £3 million 
for funding in natural sciences, awarded 
on the basis of peer review, would broadly 
satisfy the needs of the research commun
ity. An investment of half as much again 
would support 500 postgraduate students 
to the tune of £3,000 each per annum, 
socially a much more acceptable scenario 
than the dole queue. 
D.J.Fegan 
Department of Experimental Physics, 
University College Dublin, 
Dublin 4, Ireland 
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Words, idle words 
SIR - I dissent from the argument by 
Ernest H. Williams Jr et at. (Nature 364, 
664; 1993) that the use of the word 
'epidemic' should be confined to human 
diseases. A reference to the etymology of 
the term "Epidemiology" would have 
clarified the issue raised. 

The word demos (Greek: brn.toc;) has 
several meanings: notion of place - land 
inhabited by people, properly the part of 
the territory belonging to a community, 
thus region, country, people; notion of 
persons- (i) in the ethnic sense: popula
tion of a country, people, (ii) in the 
political sense: people, citizens, (iii) in a 
wider sense: people, species, breed (in 
general) in referring to animals, the spe
cies of birds, monkey etc.; both political 
and local notion- in Athens administra
tive division or district, subdivision of the 
tribe. 

The latter meaning corresponds exactly 
to the Sanskrit root dami (the source of 
the Greek word demos), which signifies 
administrative division. It is, therefore, 
clear that the word demos contains no
tions of place, human population and 
animal population. Further, the general 
methodology in the field of epidemiology 
-the fundamental principles, the import
ance of statistics for the study of the 
populations and so on - is identical 
irrespective of whether the population 
examined is of animals, humans, plants or 
microbes. Thus, both from an etymologic
al and a methodological point of view, 
there are no valid reasons for arriving at a 
restrictive meaning of the word 
"epidemiology" and monopolizing its use 
for human pathology. 

According to Dorland's Medical 
Dictionary2

, a symptom is "any subjective 
evidence of disease of a patient's condi-

tion, i.e. such evidence as perceived by the 
patient; a change in patient's condition 
indicative of some bodily or mental state." 
The veterinary surgeon's assessments of a 
patient's health are frequently based on 
clinical evidence which fits the definition 
of symptoms cited above. 

It is therefore not appropriate to be 
anthropocentric and to make distinctions 
between humans and nonhumans when 
using these terms in scientific publica
tions. 
S.K.Shanna 
GSA University of Agriculture 

and Technology, 
Mathura Campus-281 001, India 
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Free trade error 
SIR - Your leading article in support of 
the North American Free Trade Agree
ment between the United States and Mex
ico (Nature 365, 8; 1993) errs on one point. 
The classical doctrine of free trade 
assumes that capital isn't mobile across 
national boundaries. Or, as David Ricar
do, the nineteenth century British eco
nomist who originated the doctrine, put it: 
"The difference . . . between a single 
country and many is easily accounted for, 
by considering the difficulty with which 
capital moves from one country to 
another. .. " 1 

Remove that assumption and one can 
no longer argue that the majority of 
people in a rich country such as the United 
States, where the ratio of capital invested 
per worker is high, will automatically be 
made better off when trade barriers are 
relaxed with a relatively poor country such 
as Mexico, where the ratio of capital per 
worker is low. The reason is that trade 
barriers can act as an obstacle to capital 
mobility, especially in cases in which the 
poor country is intended to be used as an 
"export platform" by investors from the 
rich country. 

That even economists are sometimes 
confused on this issue was pointed out by 
one of America's leading trade theorists, 
Columbia University's Jagdish Bhagwati: 
"[W]hereas free trade is mutually benefi
cial to all freely participating economic 
agents, this cannot be asserted for free 
international mobility of capital when free 
trade obtains initially. In popular discus
sions and in scholarly discourse the two 
propositions are put on the same level of 
acceptability, but that is simply an error. "2 

Luke lea 
818 Fairmount Avenue, 
Signal Mountain, Tennessee 37377, USA 
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