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T 
he Human Frontier Science Program (HFSP) was established on the principle that 
cooperation among scientists in different countries is more fruitful than competition 
among them. HFSP promotes worldwide, interdisciplinary, basic research networks 

in molecular and cell biology and in neuroscience. The celebration of its 10th anniversary 
with events in Tokyo; Strasbourg, France; and Washington, DC, provides an opportune 
time to gauge how successful HFSP has been in achieving its goals. 

In 1987, Prime Minister Yasuhiro Nakasone of Japan proposed the creation of HFSP at 
the G7 economic summit and announced that his government would cover a large part of 
the starting expenses. The other G7 members, soon joined by the European Union and 
Switzerland, enthusiastically approved this proposal. 
The program was founded in 1989. It is governed by a 1 
board of trustees, chaired initially by Ambassador Hi- 
romichi Miyazaki and currently by Kozo Iizuka 
(Japan), and by a council of scientists, which has been 
chaired.bv J o s e ~ h  Rall (United States). Klaus-Peter , , 
Hoffmann (Germany), Pierre Charnbon (France), and 
Albert Aguavo (Canada). At the secretariat in Stras- 

Papers resulting 1 
I 

from interna- 

tional collabora- - -  - 
bourg, the first secretary general, Sir James Gowans 
(United Kingdom). and colleagues from the National . tion are quoted 
institutes ofheal& established-an exemplary selection 
procedure based on international peer review. 

HFSP has distributed US$363 million over 10 years 
in research grants, fellowships, and support for work- 
shops. Although not among the larger funders of scientific research, HFSP is set apart 
from other funding agencies by its overriding commitment to international collaboration. 
The bulk of HFSP's funding goes to a research grant program that is unique in the life sci- 
ences in its support of multinational teams that allow cooperation at conceptual, method- 
ological, and technical levels between younger and more senior researchers throughout the 
world. It is often difficult to find an outstanding colleague in one's own country who has 
both specific expertise in and a mutual interest in a research topic; HFSP allows the search 
for collaborators to be extended to scientists throughout the world. The importance of such 
international collaborations has been demonstrated in a preliminary bibliometric analysis 
of citations in the fields covered by HFSP: Papers resulting from international collabora- 
tion are quoted on average two to three times more frequently than are publications with 
authors from a single country. 

Fellowships sponsored by HFSP allow talented young scientists to obtain postdoctoral 
training in top laboratories abroad, and the workshops enable an international and multi- 
disciplinary group of 20 outstanding scientists to intensively discuss topics at the fron- 
tiers of research. The workshop proceedings are made available to the scientific commu- 
nity as' a book series (see www.hfsp.org). 

The HFSP programs are highly competitive: Only 12% of grant applications and 18% 
of long-term fellowship applications are funded. The budgetary constraints also necessi- 
tate a restrictive policy on extension of grants; the limited fimds are used instead to en- 
courage new projects. However, the program continues to attract scientists of a very high 
caliber; indeed, in the past 3 years, five HFSP grantees have subsequently been awarded 
Nobel Prizes in physiology or medicine, in chemistry, and in physics. 

Two years ago, two independent reviews of the program were published. Both empha- 
sized the excellence and uniqueness of HFSP and recommended the expansion of its ac- 
tivities through an increase in the budget. 

Despite the international success of the program, Japan still provides 77% of the bud- 
get (which totaled US$47 million in 1998); North America and Europe contribute the 
other 23%. In May 1997, an intergovernmental conference was held at the White House. 
at the invitation of Jack Gibbons, science adviser to the president at the time. All parties 
agreed to maintain the program and to improve its financial support, aiming toward parity 
between Japan and the West. If this goal is achieved, HFSP would have a brilliant future 
and could continue to be a model for other scientific collaborations. 

The author is secretary general of the Human Frontier Science Program. 
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