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ters with a mix of disciplines," says Lepenies 

Program for Elites 
Draws Praise, Fire 
DRESDEN-TheEuropean Commission (EC) 
has launched a new program to bring west-
em European scientists to elite research in-
stitutions-in central and eastern Europe. But 
the German administrator who was instru-
mental in persuading the EC to consider 
such a program now contends that the mon-
ey fails to address the real needs of such in-
stitutions, which are hungry for first-rate 
labs and equipment. 

Four years ago Wolf Lepenies, rector of 
the Institute for Advanced Study in Berlin, 
approached the EC on behalf of the Col-
legium Budapest, a multidisciplinary insti-
tute in Hungary. His modest plea for funds 
to host Western scholars for extended visits 
and put on international conferences even-
tually blossomed into a program unveiled 
here last week to support 34 top research 
centers in 11 nations that are candidates to 
join the European Union, from the Czech 
Republic to Lithuania. Each center, select-
ed-from 185 applicants, will get between 
$90,000 and $900,000 over 3 years to fund 
academic exchanges. 

By bolstering a handful of scientific bas-
tions that have earned international reputa-
tions, the new "Centers of Excellence" pro-
gram offers an oasis of stability for institutes 
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about his idea, which was discussed at a 1997 
meeting in Budapest. But to EC officials, he 
says, "a center of excellencejust meant an ex-
cellent center." Several meetings with former 
EC research chief Edith Cresson failed to al-
ter this view, Lepenies says: "She never un-
derstood what it meant and didn't want to un-
derstand." EC officials have a different view. 
"Brussels is not the place to create an atmo-
sphere," says Barbara Rhode, who points out 
that the EC strove for a broader vision than 
funding only the Collegium Budapest. "We 
have a responsibility of fairness and justness 
to everybody," she says. Last spring the com-
mission selected the winners-chosen ac-
cording to criteria that included how well 
they are managed and the potential economic 
impact of their research on their home coun-
tries-but spent months hammering out con-
tracts before money finally started flowing to 
some centers in November. 

Describing the program here at a NATO 
forum organized by the journal Natui.e, 
Rhode noted that the oeer-reviewed selection 
process bared some disturbing trends in cen-
tral and eastern Europe. Whereas a large 
share of proposals from bioscience centers 
won grants or just missed the cut, the physi-
cal sciences fared poorly. "We have the feel-
ing that [the region's] physics, materials sci-
ence, and engineering are getting weaker," 
she says. Posting the worst showing were so-
cial sciences and humanities centers: Of 32 

Centers of Excellence 

St i f f  compet i t ion.  Success rates varied widely across disciplines. Wolf 
Lepenies (left)is looking for funds beyond Brussels. 

that can't rely on substantial support in coun-
tries with fragile economies. The program, 
says Jerzy Langer of the Institute of Physics 
in Warsaw, "is really a far reaching and very 
wise move of Brussels," headquarters for the 
EC. Encouraging mobility to these institutes 
"is a very important trend," believes David 
Schindel, director of the U.S. National Sci-
ence Foundation's Europe Office. 

But Lepenies and others say that its focus 
is too narrow. "We were thinking of creating 
a very specific atmosphere, supporting cen-

applicants, only two, including the Collegium 
Budapest, won funding. At the same time, 
countries that had been more aggressive in 
overhauling their scientific establishments af-
ter the Soviet Union dissolved tended to reap 
the biggest dividends: Four of five Estonian 
centers that submitted proposals got high 
marks, for example,and two won funding. 

Now that Brussels has put these 34 cen-
ters on a pedestal, observers say, it should 
also help out on big-ticket items such as new 
buildings and instrumentation. "Many cen-

ters need money for upgrading machines, 
not networking," says Simeon Anguelov, a 
consultant to UNESCO's Office for Science 
and Technology for Europe. Although only 
E.U. member states are eligible for structural 
funds, the EC's Rudolf Meijer says that 
Brussels is considering other mechanisms 
for candidate countries. "This is certainly 
not something we have neglected," he says. 

Lepenies isn't counting on Brussels to 
come through. He's helped organize a hand-
ful of institutes into a network called Agora, 
after the ancient Greek word for a meeting 
place. Agora will soon identify worthy pro-
jects, then lobby agencies and private donors 
for funding. 

Others, however, want Brussels to incorpo-
rate the centers program into its next 5-year 
research program, Framework 6, which will 
begin in early 2003. "It would be rather stupid 
not to continue it," says Anguelov. "Forget all 
critics, forget all troubles," adds Langer, "we 
really have to pray for its extension." 

-RICHARD STONE 

New 'Replicon'Yields 
Viral Proteins 
Twelve years ago, researchers identified hep-
atitis C virus (HCV) as the elusive pathogen 
that was causing liver disease in some people 
who had received blood transfusions. That 
had an immediate benefit: Donated blood is 
now screened for the virus, reducing the 
number of new HCV infections. But an esti-
mated 1% of the U.S. population-more than 
2 million people-has already been infected 
with the virus, which can persist in the body 
for many years. Most aren't aware of it, be-
cause the virus often produces no symptoms, 
or mild ones. But over time, it can damage 
the liver and increase the risk of cancer. Un-
fortunately, efforts to determine just how an ; 
infection develops-and how to combat it 
with antiviral drugs-have been frustrated by 
HCV's stubbornrefusal to grow in the labora- 2 
tory. Now, a team at Washington University 3 
in St. Louis led by Charles Rice has partly 
overcome that problem: On page 1972 of this $ 
issue, the researchers report the creation of an $ 
improved viruslike "replicon" that produces 
HCV proteins efficiently in the lab. 3!i 

The innovation has piqued the interest of 
both industrial and academic scientists, who 2 
are racing to develop treatments. It should 2 
make it possible "for investigators to study 
the effects of antiviral drugs and host control 
mechanisms that regulate HCV replication," 5 
says Frank Chisari of the Scripps Research 8 
Institute in La Jolla, California. g 

Rice's new system also may elbow its way 2, 
into a highly contentious industrial arena, $ 
where biotech firms and pharmaceutical 6 
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companies are battling for priority. Already, 
Chiron Corp. of Emeryville, California, has 
filed a string of lawsuits to protect its patents 
on HCV (Science, 2 July 1999, p. 28). Rice 
has begun making his replicon system avail- 
able through a small company he founded, 
Apath LLC of St. Louis. Other groups are 
said to be developing similar replicons, and 
these, too, could become .available. Apath is 
offering nonexclusive licenses to use its so- 
called "Blazing Blight 7" technology. The 
name refers to the system's blazing efficiency 

schlager developed." He and Stanley 
Lemon, dean of medicine at the University 
of Texas Medical Branch at Galveston, note, 
however, that it will be important to develop 
a system that can produce all the important 
HCV proteins. Both Bartenschlager and 
Rice are working on such projects. 

Academic researchers also hope that the 
Apath replicon will be easy to obtain. Until 
now "it's been hard to get a system that was 
widely enough available so that people 
could play with it," Lemon says. It will be 
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Cut and paste. From the hepatitis C genome (top), reseamhers cut genes for structural proteins and 
added others to make a replicon (bottom).A productive mutation (S11791) appeared in region 5A. 

in producing HCV proteins and to the co-in- 
ventor at Washington University, Keril Blight. 

Rice, now at Rockefeller University in 
New York City, says his replicon builds on 
earlier work by Ralf Bartenschlager and col- 
leagues at the Institute for Virology at 
Johanes-Gutenberg University in Mainz, 
Germany. In work reported last year (Science, 
2 July 1999, p. 1 lo), Bartenschlager's team 
took the HCV genome apart and reassembled 
it into a replicon, editing out parts and adding 
new pieces, including an antibiotic resistance 
gene that can be used to select the cell clones 
that produce the viral proteins. 

Replicons have drawbacks, however. Al- 
.though they include genes that regulate some 
host-pathogen interactions, they do not in- 
clude key genes that enable the virus to in- 
fect human cells and replicate normally (see 
diagram). And according to Rice, Barten- 
schlager's initial system is inefficient, pro- 
ducing HCV proteins in only about one in a 
million host cells. 

To improve the efficiency, Rice and 
Blight rebuilt the system using Barten- 
schlager's data from GenBank, looking for 
genetic mutations that might enable the 
replicon to be more productive. They found 
10 interesting mutations, one of which, 
called S11791, was outstanding. Replicons 
with this mutation produced abundant viral 
proteins in one out of 10 host cells. "That 

I really makes a big difference," Rice says. "It 
$ means you can do experiments over a long 

term" without having to rely on cumber- 
some cell selection techniques, &it is go- 1 ing to allow us to do genetic studies on a 
much shorter time scale." 

2 Chisari says that the Rice team's work 
% provides "a major improvement in the effi- 
i ciency of the replicon system that Barten- 

great news, he continues, if this innovation 
means that the technology will now be 
widely available. Bartenschlager could not 
be reached for comment. 

Asked whether Apath would seek restric- 
tions on academics' use of the new technolo- 
gy, Rice said he does not wanttto do anything 
that would "impede academic research." 
Apath may ask for a 30-day prepublication 
review of scientific papers written by those 
who use the technology. And it may request 
that such investigators who produce 
patentable discoveries negotiate first with 
Apath on the intellectual pqperty rights. But 
aside &om that, Rice says, "I think that shar- 
ing material for academic research should be 
done with as few strings as possible." 

-ELIOT MARSHAL 

Tiny, Feathered Dino 
Is Most Birdlike Yet 
Last November, in what was to prove an em- 
barrassing blunder, National Geographic 
magazine trumpeted the discovery of a 
"missing linky' between birds and dinosaurs. 
Archaeomptor turned out to be a primitive 
bird with a dinosaurian tail glued on 
(Science, 14 April, p. 238). Even so, many 
paleontologists saw a silver lining in the d e  
bacle: The chimera consisted of two partial 
specimens interesting in their own right. 
Now Chinese paleontologists describe the 
dinosaurian half, and they say it reinforces 
the same message as the fdsified Archaeo- 
mptor did: Birds evolved from dinosaurs. 

The new fossil, dubbed Mimptor ,  is by 
far the smallest adult dinosaur yet discov- 
ered--about the size of a crow. Like some 

Looking for Altemsthrrs British scien- 
tists should beef up their research on alter- 
native medicine, according to a report is- 
sued last week by the House of Lords' Sci- 
ence and Technology Committee. Noting a 
dearth of high-quality research in alterna- 
tive medicine, the committee urged the 
National Health Service and the Medical 
Research Council to develop a few "centres 
of excellence," following the path taken by 
the U.S. government's National Center for 
Complementary and Alternative Medicine. 
The report added that the work should ulti- 
mately be guided by a clearinghouse that is 
partly funded by the government. 

In a separate report, the Foundation for 
Integrated Medicine, an advocacy group 
headed by Prince Charles, offered to fill 
that role. It outlined a 5-year, $7 million 
plan to jump-start new research, support 
existing studies at medical schools, and 
fund 5;ear fellowships to train medical 
students in research methods for alterna- 
tive medicine. Right now, the field is "not 
particularly respectable as a research ca- 
reer," notes the foundationlsTricia Damell. 
Increasing funding would make it "more 
mainstream," she says. 

The foundation hopes for backing 
from the U.K. Department of Health but 
admits the agency has been "lukewarm" 
to the idea. Meanwhile, the foundation 
welcomes feedback (www.firned.org) and 
is waiting for a government response to 
the House of Lords' report. 

Apple I1 Last January, some observers 
dubbed neuroscientist Gerald Fischbach 
"director-to-be" of the National Institutes 
of Health (NIH), after Harold 
Varmus quit the post for a pres- 
tigious job in New York City, But 
by spring, the White House had 
decided that election-year poli- 
tics would sink the planned 
promotion of Fixhbach, who 
had run the National Institute 
of Neurological Disorders and 
Stroke for 2 years. 

Now, Fischbach is also headed to the 
Big Apple. Columbia University last week 
appointed him to its top medical posLAs 
vice president for health and medical sci- 
ences, he will command an $815 million 
budget and be dean of the faculties of 
health and medicine. His wife, Ruth Fisch- 
bach, is leaving a biomedical ethics posi- 
tion at NIH to become a professor of 
bioethics in psychiatry at nearby 
Columbia-Presbyterian Medical Center. 
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