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The new government of Chile has shelved 
plans to create the country’s first science 
ministry, disappointing thousands of 

researchers who had campaigned for it.
Former president Sebastián Piñera submit-

ted plans for the ministry to the Senate on 
7 March — days before leaving office — in 
response to long-standing demands by sev-
eral Chilean scientific organizations. The plans 
were part of a last-minute legislative package 
that included three other, unrelated laws. 

But now, politicians supporting new presi-
dent Michelle Bachelet, who was sworn in on 
11 March, have derailed the proposal. Senator 

Jaime Quintana, spokesman for the centre-left 
New Majority coalition that backs Bachelet, 
said that the draft laws “are not legitimate” 
because to enact them would require money 
that the current government intends to allocate 
to its own priorities. 

“It is a regrettable situation: it was a hard 
fight until we got the draft law, and now we 
feel a big discomfort,” says Eduardo Bravo, 
director of the National Association of Post-
graduate Researchers in Santiago, which was 
among the organizations that had called for 
the science ministry. 

Chile is a small but highly productive player 
in Latin American science. In 2010, it spent 
US$1.15 billion on research and development. 

Although that is equivalent to just 0.44% of its 
gross domestic product, or 2.8% of Latin Amer-
ica’s total investment in science, the country 
ranks behind only Brazil, Mexico and Argentina 
in terms of the number of articles published. 

However, science governance in Chile is 
currently spread across the ministries of edu-
cation, economy and agriculture. “This has 
resulted in multipolar governance that has not 
been capable of establishing a clear agenda of 
strategies and priorities, or strong networks 
of scientists,” says Jesús Sebastián Audina, 
a researcher in science policy at the Spanish 
National Research Council in Madrid.

Jorge Babul, president of the Chilean Coun-
cil of Scientific Societies in Santiago, adds: 

P O L I T I C S

Chile puts plan for science 
ministry on hold
Government rethinks former president’s bid to create first unified science department.

In February 2013, the European Union and 
the Italian government launched an emergency 
€105-million project to reverse the decades of 
neglect. Dubbed the Great Pompeii Project, it 
focuses on draining and securing embankments, 
restoring masonry and decorated surfaces, and 
protecting buildings from weathering. But the 
project, the budget for which must be spent by 
the end of 2015, has been beleaguered by con-
cerns that delays and bureaucracy may affect the 
quality of the work. In response, the European 
Commission said on 6 March that it will carry 
out an urgent public review of progress. 

Johannes Hahn, the European commissioner 
for regional policy, says that the review’s aim is 
clear. “We have professionals working on the 
site. The most helpful thing we can do for them 
is to remove the bureaucratic barriers and let 
them get down to work.” 

Massimo Osanna, appointed this month 
as head of the Special Superintendency for  
the Archaeological Heritage of Naples and 
Pompeii, which is in charge of the site’s conser-
vation, says that although a longer time frame 
would be preferable, criticism of the pace of 
progress is unfair. High-quality archaeologi-
cal conservation of an open-air site as vast as  
Pompeii inevitably has long lead times, he 
argues, and plans for using the money are 
already well under way. 

Having a proper plan for the sustainable 
management of Pompeii is also a major issue. 
The outsourcing of routine maintenance to con-
tractors since the 1980s has had severe effects, 

with repeated delays to urgent repairs, says 
Andrew Wallace-Hadrill, a social and cultural 
historian at the University of Cambridge, UK.

Wallace-Hadrill heads what many see as a 
model for conserving Pompeii: the Hercula-
neum Conservation Project (HCP). This was 
launched in 2001, when Herculaneum was in a 
dire state, as a public–private venture between 
the philanthropic Packard Humanities Institute 
of Los Altos, California, the British School at 
Rome and the superintendency. In just over a 
decade, and having spent €20 million in total, 
it has helped to reverse the decay and put the 
town on a sustainable conservation footing (see 
‘Under a shadow’). 

“I’m impressed; Herculaneum was a very sad, 
dirty and abandoned place; now it’s fantastic,” 

says Albrecht Matthaei, an archaeologist at the 
Roma Tre University. Although under the juris-
diction of the superintendency, the HCP’s level 
of autonomy frees it from state bureaucracy, 
notes Wallace-Hadrill.

The HCP also brings together archae-
ologists, engineers and other scientists with  
conservators. This, together with an empha-
sis on routine maintenance, has been key, says 
Wallace-Hadrill. And the project differs from 
the typical conservation practice of carrying 
out complete restorations on a house-by-house 
basis by focusing on urgent site-wide restora-
tions and repairs. 

Now, a proposed project, the Pompeii Sus-
tainable Preservation Project (PSPP), is taking 
inspiration from the HCP. An international 
consortium of research institutions, including 
the Fraunhofer research organization and the 
Technical University of Munich in Germany, 
hopes to raise US$10 million in philanthropic 
funding to launch a ten-year pilot project later 
this year that will study long-term, sustainable 
conservation and restoration approaches at 
Pompeii. “HCP is best practice,” says Matthaei, a 
coordinator of the PSPP. The new project seems 
laudable, but until work begins it is difficult to 
assess, adds Wallace-Hadrill. 

Osanna says that Pompeii’s greater size makes 
comparisons with the HCP difficult. But he is 
confident that the Great Pompeii Project can fix 
the city. “People need to give the project time to 
get up to speed, after which any controversy will 
hopefully be put to rest,” he says. ■
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Pompeii and Herculaneum were simultaneously 
destroyed and preserved by the eruption of 
Mount Vesuvius in AD79.
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“Putting science in a ministry not dedicated to 
it prevents the minister from spending enough 
time on research policy.” He thinks that a single 
unified ministry would ensure “a big leap” in 
the ability to transfer knowledge within Chile. 
Bravo says that a dedicated institution would 
“have more financial independence”.

In April 2013, after years of campaigning, 
a group of organizations — including sev-
eral scientific academies and societies and 
Santiago-based pro-science lobby group the 
More Science Foundation — presented Piñera 
with an open letter asking that science policy 
be unified in a single ministry. The petition 
had 5,000 signatories.

Piñera responded by creating a working 
group of academics and politicians, led by engi-
neer and entrepreneur Bruno Philippi, to evalu-
ate Chilean scientific governance and propose 
changes. In a report released last May, the group 
urged the government to create the ministry. 

Piñera’s 7 March proposal to the Senate was 
strongly based on that report. According to 
his draft submission, the ministry would have 
had two sub-secretariats: one for higher educa-
tion and another for science, technology and  
innovation. Furthermore, Chile’s main 
science-funding body, the National Commis-
sion for Scientific and Technological Research 
(CONICYT), would regain a role in advising 
the president on science policy that was taken 
from it by the authoritarian regime of Gen-
eral Augusto Pinochet in 1973. CONICYT’s 
resumption of this role would ensure that the 
president is advised by a dedicated science-
governance body.

Most of Piñera’s proposal is widely sup-
ported by the Chilean scientific community, 
says Sergio Hojman, a physicist at the Univer-
sity of Chile in Santiago and a member of the 
working group headed by Philippi. But some 
scientists are sceptical about the feasibility and 

benefits of the plan. “Building a ministry that 
works may take decades in Chile,” says Mario 
Durán Toro, an engineer at the Pontifical 
Catholic University of Chile in Santiago. “It 
would be enough to re-establish the role that 
CONICYT had before 1974: that would be 
much more effective and quick,” he says. 

As well as potentially taking funds away 
from the government’s own priorities, the 
proposed ministry conflicts with the coali-
tion’s plans: Bachelet’s electoral manifesto put 

science in a sub-sec-
retariat of the econ-
omy ministry, not a 
ministry of its own. 
Still, Hojman thinks 
that Bachelet is not 
necessarily opposed 

to the science ministry in principle, given that 
several members of the Philippi commission 
are supporters of government coalition parties. 

The poor timing of the proposal may also 
have affected its chances. “Presenting it at the 
last minute is something that was going to be 
seen with a bad eye by the new government,” 
says Carolina Muñoz, a chemist and executive 
director of the More Science Foundation. “But 
withdrawing it would show a very serious lack 
of respect towards Chilean scientists.” 

Finance minister Alberto Arenas is 
expected to advise on the financial viability of 
the science ministry in a report on the state of 
the country’s finances on 7 April. ■

CORRECTION
The News story ‘Global seismic network 
takes to the seas’ (Nature 507, 151; 2014) 
wrongly located USGS seismologist Cecily 
Wolfe at the University of Hawaii in Honolulu 
instead of at Reston, Virginia.

Current Chilean President Michelle Bachelet has her own plans for science governance.

“Building a 
ministry that 
works may 
take decades in 
Chile.”
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