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Smooth Sailing 

International scientific meetings offer an unparalleled stimulus to 
scientific progress; they assemble the world's most notable investigators 
to their mutual benefit; and they are especially stimulating to the 
younger scientists of the host country whose international contacts 
are more limited than those of their older colleagues. 

Owing to our immigration laws and to their interpretation by the 
State Department in the past, successful international meetings have 
been difficult to arrange in the United States. Some foreign scientists 
have objected to the difficulty of obtaining visas, the extensive ques
tionnaire that was required, the fingerprinting requirement, and their 
liability to be put in an ineligible category. Another difficulty has arisen 
from the travel restrictions imposed upon Soviet nationals, which have 
made it difficult to find suitable places to meet and routes by which 
the Russians could reach them. 

But happily the last few years have seen some sharp changes in 
policy. Both Congress and the State Department have taken steps to 
ease visa difficulties, and the State Department is willing to open up 
restricted areas for international meetings. The change in attitude and 
policy became evident when Congress gave the State Department the 
right to waive the fingerprinting requirement in 1957. Additional small 
steps have been taken since. Only this spring the lengthy written ques
tionnaire, which seemed to applicants to pry unnecessarily into their 
past and to be a test of their memory for their past affiliations and 
whereabouts in minute detail, was eliminated. 

A more important change has been made in the interpretation of 
eligibility. The law governing immigration designates certain catego
ries of persons as ineligible for visas, but it also provides for waiver 
of the provisions (except for saboteurs and espionage agents) by the 
Attorney General. Formerly the question of a waiver was seldom 
raised; now it is. The consul is more likely now to refer a case to 
the Department, and the Department is now more likely to ask the 
Attorney General to authorize a waiver. Thus a scientist who is invited 
to attend a meeting here or a scientist in good standing who wants to 
come on his own initiative will find his chances for success much 
better than in the recent past. 

The other main difficulty that has beset international meetings in 
the U.S. is the imposition of travel restrictions on Soviet nationals. 
These restrictions were set up by the State Department in 1955 in re
sponse to the long-standing Soviet practice of closing large areas of 
the U.S.S.R. to foreigners. Since parts of every state and of most 
cities are on the restricted list, a meeting that Russians could attend 
was precluded unless special concessions were made. The State De
partment now makes such concessions for international meetings: 
meetings may be held in restricted areas, and Russians may visit sites 
connected with the official program. Restrictions on travel to and from 
the meetings are similarly relaxed. 

The next big international meeting scheduled for the U.S. is that 
of the International Astronomical Union, to be held in Berkeley next 
August. This will put the new practices to the test. So far all pre
liminary arrangements have gone well, and a large international at
tendance, including about 100 from the Soviet Union, is expected. If 
the Berkeley meeting continues to enjoy smooth sailing—and there is 
every indication that it will—the outlook for future international meet
ings in the U.S. will be greatly improved—G.DuS. 


