SCIENCE POLICY

French Scientists Thwart Plan
for Research Reforms

PARIS—When the French engage in a bout
of national soul-searching, they usually do it
in style. And at the outset, the auspiciously
titled National Consultation on the Greater
Objectives of French Research seemed to fol-
low in this tradition. Launched last June by
Frangois Fillon, minister for research and
higher education in the conservative gov-
ernment that came to power in March 1993,
the consultation was billed as a sweeping
rethinking of French science policy. A nifty,
futuristic logo was designed, and in January
some 60,000 copies of a preliminary discus-
sion document were distributed to scientists
and administrators throughout the country.
This was followed by colloquia held in six
French cities during February and March,
each attended by hundreds of researchers.

The culmination was to be a national “syn-
thesis” meeting in Paris on 18 April, which
Fillon hoped would give a ringing endorse-
ment to his plans to steer scientists employed
in government labs into working more close-
ly with the universities and industry. But
things didn’t quite work out the way Fillon
planned. On 14 April, 1200 senior scien-
tists—including 16 university presidents and
most of the scientific advisers to France’s
public research agencies—issued a “manifes-
to for research” that criticized Fillon’s plans
in the strongest terms. The infuriated signa-
tories accused Fillon of launching an attack
on fundamental science as part of a plan to
shift funds into applied research.

Behind this clash is a great deal of pent-up
resentment over recent budget cuts: Unfor-
tunately for Fillon, his discussion document
was circulated just as many lab chiefs were
getting word from the government that their
1994 budgets were being reduced. To many
scientists, this spoke volumes about where
Fillon’s research priorities lay. “The recent
successes of French research.. .give evidence
for its vitality,” the manifesto declared.
“[But] it is precisely this vitality that is being
put at risk by the orientations outlined by the
declarations of the minister...and the prepa-
ratory report.”

Fillon is now in full retreat, and his main
accomplishment seems to have been to unite
his critics in the scientific community. “We
have asked for a meeting with the minister
and we expect that he will see us shortly,”
says chemist Henri-Edouard Audier of the
prestigious Ecole Polytechnique in Palaiseau,
outside Paris, who led the manifesto cam-
paign. But despite Fillon’s climbdown, many
researchers agree that he was trying to tackle
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Backed down. Science minister Frangois Fillon.

some real failings in the French research sys-
tem. “I think this was an honest attempt to
try to improve the situation,” says André
Capron, director of the Center for Im-
munology and Parasite Biology at the Pasteur
Institute in Lille and a member of the group
that drafted Fillon’s preliminary report.
One perceived shortcoming Fillon was
trying to tackle is the compartmentalization
of French research. Unlike in the United
States, where the vast majority of basic re-
searchers work in universities—teaching
students in addition to working at the lab
bench—roughly half of French scientists in-
volved in basic research are civil servants
who work full time on research at labs run by
government bodies such as the Centre Na-
tional de la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS)
and the biomedical research agency
INSERM. French scientists argue, however,
that this is both a strength and a weakness of
their research system.
Under changes intro-
duced in the early 1980s
by the previous socialist
government, scientists em-
ployed by these agencies
gain lifetime tenure before
they are 30 years old. This
means that a young scien-
tist who passes the gruel-
ing exams necessary to ob-
tain a CNRS post has in-
stant job security and can
concentrate entirely on
research until retirement
—a luxury that many sci-
entists believe underpins
France’s strength in basic
research. But some critics
nevertheless feel that the
system breeds compla-
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Backed changes. André Capron says
French research is too hierarchical.

cency and stagnation among older research-
ers. They would like agencies such as CNRS
to evolve from running labs into parceling
out grants. “This is how the American system
works, and | think it is better,” says Pierre
Chambon, director of the Laboratory of Mo-
lecular Genetics of Eukaryotes in Strasbourg.
- Some scientists also contend
% that the rigid separation between
4 the universities and public research
5 agencies impedes the flow of ideas
= through the French research sys-
* tem. “We have a very hierarchic
and highly structured system of re-
search,” says Capron. “We could
achieve more with increased inter-
action between our institutions.”
The the same goes for links between
the research agencies and indus-
try—although many scientists feel
that the blame for France’s disap-
pointing record in technology
transfer lies mainly with industry.

To address these shortcomings,
and to provide more university teachers to
handle France’s burgeoning student popula-
tion, the discussion report released by Fillon
in January floated the idea of shifting some
full-time researchers into the universities. It
also argued that French science should be
harnessed more effectively into a drive to
increase the country’s economic competi-
tiveness. As for concrete proposals outlining
how this should be achieved, however, the
report was short on detail.

The violent reaction that followed, how-
ever, reflected fears about budget cutting as
much as concern about the proposals con-
tained in the document itself. Indeed, the
conservative government’s intentions to-
ward research are viewed with suspicion by
many scientists, who have not forgotten that
the conservatives froze the research budget
the last time they were. in power, during the
“cohabitation” with socialist President
Frangois Mitterrand of 1986 to 88.

Fillon certainly had a
tough act to follow. While
Fillon is a career politician,
his predecessor, Hubert
% Curien, was a respected
~ physicist and science ad-
ministrator who main-
tained close ties with the
research community. And
the preceding socialist ad-
ministration endeared it-
self to French scientists by
its consistent support for
research. In particular, sci-
entists look back with nos-
talgia to a round of consul-
tations in 1981, just after
Mitterrand’s first election
victory. Over a 3-month
period, some 30 meetings
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were held, involving 25,000 people. When
the 1982 research budget was announced,
the payoff was evident: A whopping 25%
increase in civil science spending.

In contrast, Fillon has been forced by the
shaky state of France’s economy to order a
round of belt tightening. “We had been told
that research funds were increasing,” says
Audier. “And then the lab directors received
their budgets for 1994, with cuts of 10% or
more. That’s when they started signing [the
manifesto] in droves.” Indeed, many scien-
tists believe that Fillon’s intention to stress
industrially relevant work while budgets are
shrinking would damage fundamental sci-
ence. “Basic research is in a really bad posi-
tion at the present time,” says Chambon.

Many scientists also saw a threat to re-
search in the discussion report’s suggestions
for dealing with the serious problem of
France’s bulging university classes. The re-
port envisioned campus-based researchers
taking on greater teaching loads, transferring
some full-time researchers employed by
agencies like CNRS and INSERM to the
universities, and even creating a class of pro-
fessors who would not do research. The
worry, says immunologist Claude de Preval
of the Paul Sabatier University in Toulouse,
is that the government wants to solve the
problems of France’s universities on the
cheap by diverting scientists from research
rather than funding new teaching posts.

The scientific community was already on
the offensive even before the preliminary re-
port was issued in January. Last year, some
conservative ministers floated the idea of
breaking CNRS and INSERM up into a
number of more specialized agencies. “That
surprised a lot of people,” says Anne-Marie
Duprat, director of the CNRS Center for
Developmental Biology in Toulouse. Al-
though this suggestion had been rejected by
the time the discussion report appeared, the
desire to defend CNRS and INSERM—nei-
ther of which was represented in the working
group that prepared the preliminary report—
was a major factor in the groundswell of opin-
ion that culminated in the rebel manifesto.

The sentiments expressed in the mani-
festo were, however, no real surprise to Fil-
lon. The discussions during the six colloquia
held earlier this year had already made it
clear that many of the proposals outlined in
the January document would not fly. Thus
the final report, which appeared just before
the 18 April Paris meeting and will be the
basis for a parliamentary debate in June on
the future of French research, is even more
vague than the January version. It contains
few firm proposals on linking government
researchers with industry beyond encourag-
ing more collaborations and retreats into a
series of voluntary suggestions to promote
closer relations between the research agen-
cies and the universities—such as exchanges

of personnel and expanding the existing net-
work of “mixed” research units run jointly by
a university and a government agency.

All this leaves many in the French re-
search community wondering just where
Fillon will go from here, and senior science
policy makers have few clues as to what his
next move will be. “We now have to wait
until the debate in the parliament,” says
INSERM director-general Philippe Lazar.
But the 1200 supporters of the rebel mani-
festo have their own idea: They want the
government to propose a law that would
guarantee a steady growth in research fund-
ing, similar to a 1982 law passed by the so-
cialists after the consultations of the early
1980s, which mandated minimum annual
increases in the civil research budget of
17.8% over the subsequent 3 years. But given
France’s current economic problems and the
solid conservative majority in Parliament,
this proposal is unlikely to fly. And it seems
that these same economic pressures may now
be Fillon’s best hope of driving researchers
into closer interaction with industry, as lab
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chiefs scout for alternative funding sources.
“[IIn our lab,” says Strasbourg’s Chambon,
“we used to have 80 to 90% of our expenses
covered by CNRS and INSERM. Now 50%
of our funding comes from industry.”

Fillon, meanwhile, is trying to put the
best face on things. After the publication of
the rebel manifesto, he issued a response say-
ing that “I almost want to say that I could
sign the text myself. For me, it is the contri-
bution of 1200 researchers to my national
consultation.” That contribution, however,
has been to scuttle Fillon’s plans for a thor-
ough revamping of French science policy.
“The consultation was a rather remarkable
exercise,” concludes Lille’s Capron. “I don’t
know of any [other] country in the world that
would take the risk of opening such a widely
critical discussion of its own system.” After
the bruising experience of the past few
weeks, Fillon must wish it was a risk he had
not taken.

—Michael Balter

Michael Balter is a science writer in Paris.

Violence Study Hits a Nerve in Germany

BONN, GERMANY—Geneticist Hans-Hil-
ger Ropers is having second thoughts about
accepting a position he has been offered as
one of three directors at the Max Planck
Institute for Molecular Genetics in Berlin.
The reason: Ropers was the target of a fero-
cious attack in an article in the science pages
of the German daily Frankfurter Allgemeine
Zeitung recently because of a paper he pub-
lished in Science (22 October 1993, p. 578)
linking abnormal criminal behavior in a
Dutch family with a particular genetic muta-
tion. The article, written by Benno Miiller-
Hill, professor of genetics at the University of
Cologne, rhetorically linked Ropers’ re-
search with that of Eugen Fischer and Otmar
von Verschuer, scientists who 50 years ago
actively supported the Nazi regime with their
teachings on racial hygiene and eugenics.
Ropers, who describes Miiller-Hill’s at-
tack as “unbearable, defamatory, and infa-
mous,” is concerned that it reflects the hos-
tile climate for genetics research in Ger-
many. The German public has always been
uncomfortable about research on human ge-
netics, partly because of the experimentation
on prisoners and gypsies under the Third
Reich. Germany’s community of human ge-
neticists is very small, and procedures such as
embryo research and gene therapy are almost
nonexistent. The Max Planck Institute for
Molecular Genetics, which has traditionally
concentrated on bacteria, recently decided
to branch out into human genetics, however.
Ropers, a German national currently at the
University of Nijmegen in the Netherlands,

SCIENCE e VOL. 264 ¢ 29 APRIL 1994

and Hans Lehrach of London’s Imperial
Cancer Research Fund, were offered posts as
two of the Institute’s directors.

The research that attracted Miiller-Hill’s
criticism connected the inherited lack of one
particular enzyme to “a behavioral pheno-
type that includes disturbed regulation of im-
pulsive aggression.” While Miiller-Hill does
not dispute the findings of Ropers’ team, he
complained that the research held no ben-
efits for carriers of the disease and wrote that
the implications of the work were not prop-
erly considered. “Will all the carriers of these
mutations have to count on being sent to
closed institutions?” he wrote. “Will chil-
dren be aborted[7]...[W]ill scientists look for
the frequency of such mutations in ethnic
groups?” Miiller-Hill, who has written a book
on the eugenics of the Third Reich, says his
main concern is the description of crime as a
phenotype. “Criminal behavior can have
many roots. If you use it as a phenotype, you
open a Pandora’s box,” he says. Ropers coun-
ters that the genetic roots of behavior are
well proven, and it would be immoral to sim-
ply ignore them.

Ropers has strong support from colleagues
such as Eberhard Passarge, head of Ger-
many’s Society of Human Genetics. “He is
an international authority and there is noth-
ing but support amongst the scientific com-
munity,” says Thomas Trautner, the Berlin
institute’s managing director.

—Michael Simm

Michael Simm is a science writer in Bonn.
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