
academic system is avoided. Rao says that the associate professor will 
have a few years to prove himself before he is evaluated for promotion 
and to see whether he can keep the laboratory.

On 9 October, Cui began writing a string of entries in his blog, 
which became widely read when copied by other websites and the 
online bulletin boards of Peking University. Cui described Rao’s 
action as belittling his field of plant anatomy because it was not a 
‘hot’ area. He made a stand for basic science. The blog drew some 
sympathetic comments from students, who copied it to more widely 
read student blogs. Rao, whose own blog normally gets about 2,000 
hits per entry, immediately posted his defence, which picked up 
10,000 hits.

Newspapers hesitate to pick up such hot potatoes, so the debate 
devolved to the blogs. Although they offer a platform for such discus-
sion, blogs also make irresponsible name-calling possible. After alleg-
ing that Rao was trying to cut off support for a discipline of science, 
Cui compared Rao’s efforts to the activities of Trofim Lysenko — the 
Soviet ‘state scientist’ who in the 1940s used his close connections to 
the Soviet leadership to crush scientists who opposed his views.

Both scientists are in all likelihood doing what is natural to them 

to promote the next generation of scientists. The situation is fur-
ther confused by Peking University’s lack of clear guidelines on how 
to proceed in such situations, leaving new regulations set against 
old customs. When Rao took over as dean in September 2007, the
university made it clear in writing that such hiring decisions would 
be his to make. 

Deans and university presidents in China are watching to see how 
the situation is resolved. Will Cui, who worked at Peking University 
for more than 40 years, be able to raise public support and use his con-
nections with senior colleagues to get his way? Or will Rao be able to 
stand his ground? It should, and looks as if it will, be the latter. 

But further changes are needed. China and its universities now 
have the money to undertake proper recruitment exercises, and more 
universities should be seeking candidates beyond their walls and out-
side China’s borders. They need clear, consistently applied guide-
lines on who has the authority to make those decisions. Of course, 
although a clear policy would be good, vesting that much power in 
one individual’s hands, as Rao recognizes, requires caution. So regu-
lations that check and make transparent the actions of those given 
decision-making power will also be needed. ■

Focus on Earth
Europe is rightly pioneering the systematic 
appliance of science in space to societal needs. 

To achieve unanimity among European countries is no mean 
feat, particularly when it involves spending billions. So con-
gratulations are due to the ministers of the 18 member states 

of the European Space Agency (ESA) who meet every three years to 
agree on funds, and who briskly struck a deal at their summit in the 
Netherlands last week giving the agency its requested €10 billion 
(US$12.8 billion), which includes €2.34 billion in new commitments 
(see page 552). 

The ministers also delivered a well-merited vote of confidence in 
ESA’s science programme, which has long punched well above its 
financial weight, and has enjoyed a string of prominent successes. It 
got every euro it asked for — which was hardly a given considering 
the present economic backdrop.

That happy outcome fits within a broader shift in which the
European Union (EU) seems gradually to be adopting a coherent 
twenty-first-century space policy. Indeed, it is getting its act together 
in a far more focused and visionary fashion than the United States, 
which nonetheless boasts much larger space budgets. The EU’s
major new focus is to deliver tangible benefits of space activity to 
citizens and society, and to address key challenges such as climate 
change and natural disasters, with Earth monitoring as its flagship. 
Importantly, fundamental research has not been sacrificed, and is 
set to thrive.

The planned joint EU–ESA Kopernikus constellation of Earth 
observation satellites, scheduled for launch over the next decade, 
will deliver a wealth of real-time data and maps of planet Earth at 
our keyboard fingertips. This represents a far-sighted vision for the 

use of space science to meet societal needs. And, whereas in the past 
research satellites were often one-offs, Kopernikus will translate the 
expertise and technologies acquired from generations of research 
satellites into fleets of operational satellites delivering data 24/7, year-
in, year-out.

The focus of Kopernikus on generating long-term continuous data 
sets, and exploiting these data as user-friendly services is one that 
European space science could benefit and learn from. One of ESA’s 
weaknesses, as highlighted recently by the European Science Foun-
dation is that, unlike NASA, it has no clear remit to fund archiving 
and support for scientific analyses of all the space data it collects. So 
this falls largely to national agencies, whose role here the founda-
tion describes as “inadequate in volume, fragmented, and dictated 
by national concerns”. 

ESA ministers took steps to remedy this last week by approving 
a €72.3-million initiative to mine past and future data for essential 
climate variables defined by scientists. But much greater progress 
could be made, and Europe needs to pay more attention to making 
better use of the flood of data streaming in from above.

Making data more widely available and accessible, in particular to 
support policy, is a cornerstone for the EU, which over the past decade 
has assumed political leadership of space policy in Europe. This shift 
in power, away from ESA and national governments, was confirmed 
in September in a resolution that gave the EU the lead role in coordi-
nating investment and operation of Europe’s space activities. 

The respective roles of the EU and ESA in both Kopernikus and the 
global navigation system Galileo point to an evolution in which ESA 
will become the autonomous science and technology development 
arm of the EU, and the EU will take responsibility for the heavy-lifting 
of costly operational application and infrastructure. Such change is 
desirable, with ESA being the place where innovative technologies 
are developed and where inspiring science is done — in turn, driving 
the applications of tomorrow. ■
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