
B Y  D A V I D  C Y R A N O S K I  I N  T O K Y O

As 2011 dawned, leading Japanese geneti-
cist Yusuke Nakamura was launching a 
cabinet-level innovation office that he 

hoped would spur the country’s stagnant bio-
medical industry. By the year’s end he was pre-
paring to leave for the University of Chicago in 
Illinois, frustrated by Japan’s lack of support for 
genomics and doubtful that the country would 
ever take a global lead in medicine.

Nakamura has been a major force in Japa-
nese science, with more than 1,150 publica-
tions to his name. He is one of the country’s 
best-funded researchers and has led some of 
Japan’s biggest science projects. In addition, 
he is a successful biotechnology entrepreneur, 
having established the company OncoTherapy 
Science, based in Kawasaki City. 

But he has also been the target of criticism, 
both from opponents of ‘big science’ and from 
those who thought that his cancer-genetics 
research at the University of Tokyo put clini-
cal science ahead of participants’ rights1 — a 
charge he rejects. 

Some argue that Japanese science can shrug 
off Nakamura’s departure. “He’s not the only 
one that can do genomics,” says Yuko Ito, 
a molecular biologist and science-policy 
researcher at the National Institute of Science 
and Technology Policy in Tokyo. “Genomics 
has gone far in many directions, been incorpo-
rated in so many other fields. It doesn’t depend 
on one person.”

But Tatsuhiro Shibata, head of genomics at 
the National Cancer Center Research Insti-
tute in Tokyo, says he is “very worried” by the 
move, adding that Japan has lost a strong lob-
byist for the field. Without Nakamura’s leader-
ship, Shibata fears that Japan will fall further 
behind countries that are pressing ahead in 
genomics, such as China2. 

Some biologists still feel ashamed that Japan 
contributed only 6% of the human genome 
sequence published in 2001 (by contrast, the 
United States provided 59%). The country 
rebounded, largely as a result of Nakamura’s 
efforts, by contributing about one-quarter of 
the International HapMap Project in 2005, 
which compared variations between human 
genomes3. But since then, money for genom-
ics research in Japan has dried up. The coun-
try is leading just 1 of 50 projects under the 
International Cancer Genome Consortium, 
for example, compared with the United States’ 
20 and Mexico’s 3.

Shibata says that genomics has lost out 

because of Japan’s shift to post-genomic 
research, which saw large-scale projects 
launched to investigate subjects such as protein 
structure4. Nakamura blames a more general 
rejection of “big science” and clinical applica-
tions by the “basic scientists” involved in sci-
ence policy-making. “It’s obvious that support 

for genomics is not 
there,” he says. 

Speaking to Nature 
from his office at the 
University of Tokyo, 
Nakamura says that 
the loss of govern-
ment support for 
genomics accounts for 
20% of his decision to 
leave. The opportuni-
ties at Chicago, which 
recently opened a 
Center for Personal-
ized Therapeutics 
that will incorporate 
genetic information 
into routine clinical 

practice, contributed another 30%. And 10% 
came from a tussle with the newspaper Asahi 
Shimbun over the way a story linked him with a 
cancer-vaccine clinical trial in which a partici-
pant experienced an adverse reaction, he says. 
He is suing the paper and two journalists.

But the remaining 40% — the biggest single 
factor — is that he felt powerless at the gov-
ernment’s new Office of Medical Innovation. 
A year ago, he hoped to resuscitate Japan’s 

moribund pharmaceutical and medical-
device industries, and redirect its ballooning 
health-care outlays from foreign pharmaceu-
tical coffers to domestic companies. Naka-
mura laments that none of the cancer drugs 
approved by the US Food and Drug Admin-
istration in the past decade came from Japan, 
and he has pushed for innovations such as a 
national high-throughput drug-screening 
facility5. He has also tried to persuade the gov-
ernment to integrate his plans into the eco-
nomic stimulus programme that followed last 
year’s earthquake and tsunami. But, he says, 
flatly, “my proposals were not taken”.

He acknowledges that the government is 
investing in biomedicine as part of its quake-
recovery plan. A ten-year, ¥64-billion (US$835 
million) initiative launched in November  
— tentatively named the Tohoku Medical 
Megabank — aims to create the world’s largest 
collection of biological samples at Tohoku Uni-
versity, which is in the quake region. But Naka-
mura says he was left out of the planning. “The 
innovation office plays no role. I had nothing 
to do.” To add to Nakamura’s frustration, it is 
unclear how Megabank will link to the existing 
BioBank Japan, a project he initiated that now 
holds about 200,000 samples (see ‘Japan plans 
another huge tissue repository’).  

University of Tokyo vice-president Yoichiro 
Matsumoto, a mechanical engineer who will 
take over Nakamura’s role at the innovation 
office, shares his sense of crisis. “If we don’t cre-
ate an innovation system now, we’ll be sunk,” 
he says. He hopes to make the office useful 
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Yusuke Nakamura blames government inertia for his move to the United States.

Japan is moving to establish a massive 
patient-sample bank — the Tohoku Medical 
Megabank — using stimulus money 
provided to boost the economy and replace 
infrastructure in the northeastern region 
devastated by a tsunami last March. 

Masayuki Yamamoto, a cancer biologist 
at Tohoku University who is expected to 
lead the programme, says that in the first 
three years samples will be gathered from 
70,000 healthy people from about 10,000 
three-generation families; and from another 
80,000 unrelated people. This will provide 
a resource for studying the relationship 
between genes and lifestyle factors in 

disease. The third cohort, to follow several 
years later, will target patients with specific 
diseases. How the Megabank will link in with 
the country’s current repository, BioBank, 
remains to be seen.

The Megabank will be supported by 
medical facilities in the Tohoku region, 
where reconstruction plans include an 
electronic medical records system, which 
will help with the sharing of genetic and 
other data. Launched with ¥15.8 billion 
(US$207 billion) from a supplementary 
budget passed in November, the Megabank 
is expected to receive roughly ¥5 billion per 
year for the next decade. D.C.
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Japan plans another huge tissue repository

“By moving 
to the United 
States, I might 
be able to bring 
something 
back.”
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B Y  I C H I K O  F U Y U N O

In its battle against a sluggish economy, 
Japan’s government is gearing up to make 
cost savings through a root-and-branch 

reform of the country’s science system, merg-
ing some of its most prominent research 
organizations.

Plans approved by the government’s cabinet 
on 20 January would consolidate the RIKEN 
network of basic-research laboratories with 
the National Institute for Materials Science 
(NIMS), the Japan Agency for Marine-Earth 
Science and Technology (JAMSTEC), the 
National Research Institute for Earth Science 
and Disaster Prevention (NIED) and the Japan 
Science and Technology Agency (JST) — the 
national funding body.

“This is the result of our aim to create the 

world’s leading science and technology while 
slashing wasteful spending and making the 
organization as compact as possible,” said 
Tenzo Okumura, a senior vice-minister of the 
education and science ministry, at a press con-
ference last week. The policy would probably 
create an overarching body to supervise all five 
institutions, which would share more of their 
research and administrative resources, and 
lose some of their executive directors.

But with few details about the timing, 
potential cost savings or full implications of 
the change, many researchers are concerned 
that it could be a recipe for 
harsh funding cuts and 
even greater bureaucracy.

“The plan isn’t intended 
to improve the research 
system,” says Tasuku 

Honjo, a molecular biologist at Kyoto Univer-
sity and a former member of the Council for 
Science and Technology Policy, the govern-
ment’s top science advisory body. “Each of the 
institutes has fundamentally different charac-
teristics, so I feel they would be very difficult 
to integrate effectively.”

JST president Michiharu Nakamura, how-
ever, is optimistic about the change. “The 
new organization will be expected to play the 
main part in leading the national innovation,” 
he says. “We will work hard to keep the inde-
pendence of our fund-distribution process 
after the integration, as well as to strengthen 
the cooperation between stakeholders such as 
the academic community and industries.” The 
plan would also merge the National Institute 
of Radiological Sciences (NIRS) with the Japan 
Atomic Energy Agency. The government says 
that this will speed up and strengthen its com-
mitment to mitigating the Fukushima accident, 
and help to improve nuclear safety measures.

The news comes as the government scram-
bles to gain public support for tax hikes while 
cutting public spending. Since the Democratic 
Party of Japan took power in 2009, the Gov-
ernment Revitalization Unit (GRU), a budget 
watchdog chaired by the prime minister, has 
been reviewing government-funded projects 
and organizations to find savings (see Nature 
http://doi.org/bs75dv; 2010). 

“The GRU rapidly came up with the plan a 
month ago and pushed forward without much 
discussion,” says Atsushi Sunami, a science-
policy specialist at the National Graduate 
Institute for Policy Studies (GRIPS) in Tokyo. 
Legislation to enact the overhaul will be sub-
mitted to Japan’s parliament, the Diet, in the 
coming months. If passed, the changes would 
take effect in April 2014. More institutes may 
be added to the integration plan during discus-
sions in the Diet, say policy experts.

The government also intends to set up a 
third-party audit system to evaluate adminis-
tration and performance more strictly. The idea 
of more governance worries Sukekatsu Ushioda, 
president of NIMS. “Currently, the NIMS pres-
ident has sufficient authority, so the decision-
making process is fast. We at NIMS can often 
take new actions shortly after a board meeting,” 
he says. “But if a higher management is added 
above NIMS, the decision-making would be 
slower and it would be difficult to take dynamic 
approaches.” ■
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Japan plans to merge 
major science bodies
Drive to save money could increase bureaucracy.

by creating networks of researchers to sup-
port national projects such as the Megabank. 
Although he credits Nakamura as a brilliant 
scientist, he adds that his strengths lie more in 
research than administration and networking. 

Atsushi Sunami, a science-policy researcher 
at the National Graduate Institute for Policy 
Studies in Tokyo, blames Nakamura’s depar-
ture on bureaucracy and a lack of political 

leadership, rather than a fundamental prob-
lem with medical innovation. “I think he just 
couldn’t handle the system” of Japanese gov-
ernment, Sunami says. 

When Nakamura returned to Japan in 1989 
from a position at the Howard Hughes Medical 
Institute at the University of Utah in Salt Lake 
City, he says, his ambition “was to make drugs 
in Japan and provide them to Japanese patients”. 

But now, he says, “if I stay, I wouldn’t be able to 
make anything. By moving to the United States, 
I might be able to bring something back.” ■
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RIKEN, home to the world’s fastest supercomputer (above), may be overseen by a new body.
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