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Human Brain
Project releases
computing tools
Move signals effort to benefit
wider community.
BY QUIRIN SCHIERMEIER & ALISON ABBOTT

E

urope’s major brain-research project has
unveiled a set of prototype computing
tools and called on the global neuro
science community to start using them.
Release of the tools, which marks the start of
the operational phase of the Human Brain Project (HBP), could help to allay concerns about
the €1-billion (US$1.1-billion) venture’s benefits
to the wider scientific community. But it is not
yet clear how the platforms will resonate with
researchers outside the project.
“At this point, no one can say whether or not
the research platforms will be a success,” says
Andreas Herz, chair of computational neuroscience at the Ludwig Maximilian University
of Munich in Germany.
The computing platforms include brainsimulation tools, visualization software and a
pair of remotely accessible supercomputers that
researchers can use to study brain processes in
real time. Some will be freely accessible, others
available only on the success of a peer-reviewed
application (see go.nature.com/rlpjpz).
The HBP’s general mission is to combine
different types of neuroscience data to reconstruct the human brain computationally at different scales, and to simulate it. But the project
has attracted controversy. In 2014, around
150 neuroscientists from outside the project
signed a petition claiming that it was running
off its scientific course, and pledged to boycott
it unless their concerns were addressed. An
independent review completed in March 2015
stressed, among other things, that the computing infrastructure created by the HBP must be
useful to the wider scientific community.
Release of the neuroscience tools is a sign
that the HBP’s leadership accepts that the
project needs to focus on providing concrete
services for the neuroscience community
at large, says Herz. But he cautions that the
project still hinges on “logical flaws”, such
as “the dream” that sparse recordings from
neurons can generate dense data.
The platforms are to be developed with
a view to eventually becoming part of a
permanent, pan-European research infrastructure, say the HBP’s organizers — a step that
would require the project to secure permanent
funding commitments from governments. ■

The high seas host a wealth of marine life but lack comprehensive rules to guide conservation.
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Talks aim to tame
marine Wild West
Nations debate how to protect biodiversity in the high seas.
BY DANIEL CRESSEY

T

hey might host habitats of huge
ecological importance, but twothirds of the world’s oceans lie
beyond the authority of national governments. On 28 March, members of the
United Nations began negotiating the first
global treaty to impose conservation and
sustainability on the high seas. As well as
vastly increasing the areas that could be set
aside to protect endangered species, a legally
binding treaty could usher in laws on the use
of marine organisms in the search for drugs
and cosmetics.
“This is something that could change the
future of how we manage our oceans,” says
Elizabeth Wilson, director of international
ocean policy at the Pew Charitable Trusts in
Washington DC, which has advocated for
such a treaty.
Currently, nations can claim waters up
to 200 nautical miles (370 kilometres) from
their shorelines as ‘exclusive economic zones’;
everything beyond these is designated the
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high seas (see ‘Sea change’). There are treaties that govern specific high-seas activities,
such as mining the sea bed for minerals or
laying cables, and agreements that regulate
some kinds of fishing in various areas. But
there is no comprehensive set of regulations
on biodiversity and conservation.
The ongoing treaty discussions, which
are at the UN headquarters in New York,
are the first talks of a preparatory committee, known as Prep Com — and the result
of years of wrangling between member
nations. If they, and three more meetings
before the end of 2017, are successful, a text
could be voted on by UN members as soon
as 2018, Wilson says.
One goal of the UN negotiations is a
mechanism for the creation of marine protected areas (MPAs) on the high seas. As part
of the UN Convention on Biological Diversity, most governments are now committed
to designating at least 10% of the oceans as
protected areas by 2020 — currently, around
2% lies in MPAs. But legally, they can create
MPAs only in their own waters, so some of

