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Reduce, reuse and 
recycle lab waste
Implementing ecological 
awareness at the bench has 
saved up to 40% of my research 
funding over one year. As 
scientists and good citizens, 
many of us strive to reduce, reuse 
and recycle waste at home. We 
should be doing the same in the 
laboratory. 

For speed and convenience, 
molecular biologists in 
particular rely on disposable 
tools. Nonetheless, a substantial 
proportion of plastic lab supplies, 
including pipette-tip boxes, can 
be reused after washing and 
sterilizing. Plastic that is free 
of hazardous material and not 
reusable can be recycled.

When possible, we should be 
using autoclavable glassware 
instead of plastic. This is fine 
for reagent vessels, tubing 
and pipettes, for example, and 
suitable for most applications, 
including bacterial and tissue 
culture, and sampling and 
preparing solutions or aliquots. 
Glass can also be treated to 
remove traces of heat-resistant 
nuclease enzymes that sabotage 
experiments with nucleic acids. 

Asking for more sustainable 
products, less packaging and 
more recyclable plastics will also 
help the lab-supply industry to 
prosper. 

Scientists are educators. We 
should improve environmental 
awareness, responsibility and 
training in our labs to ensure we 
are not among the last to jump 
on the sustainability bandwagon. 
Gaia Bistulfi D’Youville College, 
Buffalo, New York, USA.
bistulfi@dyc.edu

Understanding our 
destructive choices
In his review of my book 
Invisible Nature: Healing the 
Destructive Divide Between 
People and the Environment, 
Edward Humes suggests that 
I should have expanded my 
psychology argument and given 

Oil-palm replanting 
raises ecology issues
More than one-third of the area 
on which oil palm is grown 
in Malaysia, some 1.4 million 
hectares (http://faostat.fao.
org), has already passed peak 
yields and is due to be replanted. 
Replanting, which represents a 
new phase for the industry, must 
be carefully thought through and 
implemented to avoid repeating 
the disastrous effects of the initial 
clearance of primary forest on 

less attention to “long-dead 
philosophers” and historical 
contributions (Nature 500, 
26–27; 2013). I disagree.

An interdisciplinary approach 
to environmental issues stands 
a better chance of explaining 
our apparently intractable 
modern destructiveness. And 
many of modernity’s destructive 
disconnections stem from 
philosophical assumptions 
made by the founders of modern 
science, which can be remedied 
by alternative theories from 
dissenting scientists such as the 
late David Bohm, a theoretical 
physicist.

Humes also recommends 
interviewing more people 
about their harmful choices. 
But it scarcely makes sense to 
ask people with no experience 
of the destructive outcomes of 
their choices how that lack of 
experience is not influencing 
their choices. Furthermore, 
sampling interviewees would 
challenge the generality 
of the study, and would be 
undermined by the unreliability 
of self-reported attributions of 
behaviour.

Instead of attempting to 

discern good players from bad 
ones, I believe that it is more 
fruitful to study the conditions 
that perpetuate destructive 
choices by us all.
Kenneth Worthy University of 
California, Santa Cruz, USA.
kworthy@ucsc.edu

Biologists borrow 
more than words
Eleonore Pauwels is right that 
biologists should not mislead 
themselves or the public by using 
simplistic metaphors borrowed 
from engineering (Nature 500, 
523–524; 2013). But biologists 
don’t simply borrow words, they 
take engineering principles — 
derived from theory and practice 
— and apply them to biological 
systems. 

Referring to the heart as a 
pump or to the nasal passages as 
heat exchangers is not a simple 
metaphor like calling Juliet the 
Sun. We use the same terms 
because the same formal criteria 
can be usefully applied to both 
engineered and evolved systems.

Shared engineering 
terminology extends beyond 

biomechanics to molecular and 
systems biology. For example, 
genes have been successfully 
modelled as Boolean logic 
switches to predict gene 
expression in the developing 
embryo (I. S. Peter et al. Proc. 
Natl Acad. Sci. USA 109, 
16434–16442; 2012). 

In my view, it is an 
oversimplification to think that 
all engineering talk in biology is 
mere imagery.
Brett Calcott Australian 
National University, Canberra, 
Australia.
brett.calcott@gmail.com
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biodiversity and the environment.
The productive life of an oil-

palm crop is 25–30 years and, 
because the boom in oil-palm 
cultivation began in the mid-
1980s, large areas of ageing oil 
palm in southeast Asia now 
need replacing. However, the 
long-term nature of the crop has 
allowed biological complexity to 
build up around it over time.

There is therefore a risk that 
the replanting phase — just like 
the initial clearance for planting 
— will disrupt natural habitats 
by indiscriminate removal of 
vegetation and heavy disturbance 
of soil and hydrological systems.

We suggest that large-scale 
replanting operations should 
be carried out carefully with a 
view to minimizing such adverse 
effects on the environment.
Jake L. Snaddon, Katherine 
J. Willis Biodiversity Institute, 
University of Oxford, UK. 
jlsnaddon@gmail.com
David W. Macdonald Wildlife 
Conservation Research Unit, 
University of Oxford, UK.

Fees could damage 
public data archives
Dryad, one of the largest public 
data repositories in the life 
sciences, last month imposed 
modest fees on researchers for 
archiving their data (see http://
datadryad.org/pages/pricing). 
We believe that this strategy 
is misguided. It will further 
discourage researchers from 
participating in public data 
archiving. 

Authors’ participation in 
archiving is already low, and 
many fail to comply with journals’ 
policies in this regard (see, for 
example, B. T. Drew Nature 493, 
305; 2013). Even when their work 
is publicly funded, researchers 
can be reluctant to share their data 
through public archives because 
they lose priority access to it. And 
compensatory benefits — such 
as those arising from increased 
citation of their papers — are not 
always forthcoming. Requiring 
scientists to pay fees from their 
own research funds is adding one 
more hurdle.

Of course, public repositories 
of data need to be maintained 
and paid for. But rather than 

billing researchers, costs could 
be met using more subtle 
methods — much as they are 
for ‘free’ restaurant bread and 
hotel Internet access. Payment 
could come from private- or 
public-sector grants, institutional 
contributions, dedicated funds 
quarantined by grant agencies, or 
from partnerships with journal 
publishers. That way, funders’ 
budgets or publishers’ profits 
would foot the bill.
Dominique G. Roche, Michael 
D. Jennions, Sandra A. Binning 
Australian National University, 
Canberra, Australia. 
dominique.roche@anu.edu.au

Celebrating 80 years 
of science solidarity 
The Council for Assisting 
Refugee Academics (CARA), 
which supports persecuted 
academics worldwide, celebrates 
its 80th anniversary this year. 
Today, as never before, intellectual 
leaders in every country need 
the freedom to teach, research 
and publish the global solutions 
on which future generations will 
depend. 

Speaking in October 1933 on 
behalf of CARA, then known as 
the Academic Assistance Council, 
Albert Einstein urged a packed 
audience at London’s Royal Albert 
Hall to “resist the powers which 
threaten to suppress intellectual 
and individual freedom”. This 
was the first major UK fund-
raising event to support German 
academics, many of them Jewish, 
to whom Adolf Hitler had begun 
to close German universities.

Among the many helped by 
CARA during the ensuing years 
was the German neurosurgeon 
Ludwig Guttmann. He set up the 
Stoke Mandeville Spinal Injuries 
Unit near Aylesbury, UK, where 
he revolutionized the treatment 
of people with spinal-cord 
injuries, for whom palliative care 
had previously been the only 
option. In 1948 he founded the 
Stoke Mandeville Games, which 
were retrospectively adopted 
by the International Olympic 
Committee as the Paralympic 
Games in 1984. 

Today, CARA runs regional 
programmes focusing on Iraq, 
Syria and Zimbabwe. In parallel 

with its core rescue efforts to 
provide sanctuary to academics 
at risk, CARA works to sustain 
those who choose to remain in 
crisis-affected countries. 

Recent achievements include 
establishing a virtual lecture hall 
at the University of Zimbabwe 
in Harare in 2012 to revive the 
teaching of health and veterinary 
sciences. Our work is supported 
by the CARA Scholars at Risk 
UK Universities Network, now 
incorporating 95 universities.

To mark our anniversary, 
we have established an annual 
‘Einstein Lecture’ to explore 
the link between science and 
civilization in a modern context 
(see www.cara1933.org).
Anne Lonsdale CARA, London, 
UK.
info.cara@lsbu.ac.uk

A call to forge 
biodiversity links
For the upcoming calls for 
Horizon 2020 research funding, 
the European Commission has 
said that it would prefer bids from 
open, collaborative consortia 
rather than the competitive 
bids seen in previous funding 
programmes. To this end, the 
organizers of 18 European 
biodiversity informatics projects 
agreed at a meeting in Rome 
last month (see go.nature.com/
jouct9) to the overarching goal 
of predictively modelling the 
biosphere (see D. Purves et al. 
Nature 493, 295–297; 2013). 

This goal is arguably more 
complicated than climate 
modelling, for example. Working 
out the first steps to take during 
the Horizon 2020 funding period 
will hinge on researchers forging 
links among a wide range of 
disciplines, including ecology, 
microbiology, agriculture, 
socioeconomics, remote sensing, 
taxonomy and molecular biology. 

We therefore invite readers 
to contribute to the discussion 
on project ideas at http://h2020.
myspecies.info, where consortia 
are now being built.
Alex Hardisty* Biodiversity 
Virtual e-Laboratory (BioVeL), 
Cardiff University, UK.
hardistyar@cardiff.ac.uk
*On behalf of 19 co-authors (see 
go.nature.com/2tqsqc for full list).

Analyse impact of 
health priorities
There is a dearth of evidence for 
the assumed beneficial effects of 
involving patients and the public 
in health-research decisions 
(S. Petit-Zeman and L. Locock 
Nature 501, 160–161; 2013). This 
is just one example of the general 
difficulty of measuring the 
impact of setting health-research 
priorities. 

These priorities are decided by 
researchers and policy-makers to 
stimulate urgent research (see, for 
example, go.nature.com/pxealf). 
The guidelines for evaluating 
such priority-setting processes 
(R. F. Viergever et al. Health Res. 
Policy Sys. 8, 36; 2010) need to 
be extended to cover impact 
measurement and analysis.

Impact measurements might 
include: evaluating general 
changes, such as in the attitudes 
of researchers and policy-
makers; monitoring the research 
that is undertaken in line with 
the established priorities (for 
example, by looking at conducted 
clinical trials or published 
articles: see J-A. Røttingen et al. 
Lancet http://doi.org/n4c; 2013); 
and assessing the impact of that 
research on factors such as health 
or socio-economic status (see 
R. Banzi et al. Health Res. Policy 
Sys. 9, 26; 2011).

Analysis of these impact 
measurements could be useful for 

CONTRIBUTIONS
Correspondence may be 
sent to correspondence@
nature.com after consulting 
the guidelines at http://
go.nature.com/cmchno. 
Alternatively, readers may 
comment online:  
www.nature.com/nature. 

building evidence to justify and 
improve prioritization in health 
research and to monitor progress 
for informing future priority-
setting. 
Roderik F. Viergever Radboud 
University Nijmegen, the 
Netherlands; and London School 
of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, 
UK.
rikviergever@gmail.com
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