NEUROBIOLOGY

Neuroscientists Struggle to
Achieve a Critical Mass

Where’s the scientific center of Europe?Fora
high-energy physicist the answer is easy:
CERN’s particle accelerator at Geneva pro-
vides the place to meet friends and colleagues.
For a molecular biologist, Heidelberg and the
European Molecular Biology Laboratory would
be the obvious answer. But for neurobiologists,
the question is a little embarrassing.

Ask a group of top European neurobiolo-
gists—from places like Oxford University,
the Max Planck Institute for Brain Research
in Frankfurt, the Karolinska Institute in
Stockholm, and the Pasteur Institute in
Paris—where they’ll meet up next and you’ll
get the answer: “Why, California. The Ameri-
can Society for Neuroscience is meeting in
Anaheim this year, isn't it?”

It's a telling response. Despite growing
numbers of cross-border collaborations and a
rich pattern of personal connections between
European laboratories, European neurosci-
entists have not been able to create success-
fully their own separate focus. “It’s very odd,”
says Colin Blakemore, professor of physiol-
ogy at the University of Oxford. “European
neuroscience, judged by its output, certainly
has a tremendous presence. It contains some
real leaders in the field, but as a cohesive
force it hasn’t reached a critical size or
time....It’s an area where Europe could make
an impact, but hasn’t managed it yet.”

It’s not for want of trying. For the last 13
years, the European Neuroscience

styles and strengths. “Technically, what you
can find in America you can find here,” says
Giacomo Rizzolatti, professor of neurophysi-
ology at the University of Parma. As ex-
amples, take Sweden’s superb tradition in
neuropharmacology, the still vibrant Euro-
pean school of neuroethology, the Nobel Prize
that Erwin Neher and Bert Sackmann of
Germany won last year for their studies of ion
channels in nerves, and the fact that the
University of Oxford has assembled the larg-
est concentration of cognitive neuroscien-
tists in the world.

Indeed, although European institutes can-
not match the scale of the very best U.S.
institutes, they stack up well against all the
others (see chart). Citation scores may look a
little lower in Europe, but Europeans might
argue that these data just add weight to a
persistent complaint: Americans continue to
ignore European work.

European neuroscientists’ lack of unity
goes back nearly two decades. “Europe missed
an important historical moment in the
1970s,” says Jean-Pierre Changeux, head of
the molecular neurobiology laboratory at the
Pasteur Institute in Paris. He says a split oc-
curred when the molecular biologists who
created EMBO and neuroscientists went their
separate ways. “A similar split happened again
when ENA was created,” says Changeux, as
there is “a separate association of neurochem-

ists.” “In my view, it’s absurd,” he adds.

“It’s a vicious circle,” says Wolf Singer,
head of the Max Planck Institute for Brain
Research in Frankfurt. “Many important
people don’t go to the [European] meeting
and many disciplines are not represented,” so
there’s little incentive for most researchers to
go. Singer wants to see a strong European
association: “ENA should become a very
important instrument to unify neuroscience
in Europe,” he says. “It’s urgent now because
it could help integrate people from east Eu-
rope who cannot go to the U.S. meeting.”

Try to break the vicious circle, however,
and you run into all the drawbacks of a still
disunited Europe. “It’s nothing to do with the
quality of the science,” says Tom Sears, ENA
president and professor at the Institute of
Neurology in London. “The problem with
the ENA meeting is the logistics.”

Cheap fares. Strange though it may
sound, explains Hugo Zwenk, ENA’s secre-
tary-general, it costs more to fly across Eu-
rope than across the Atlantic. That and high
hotel costs, he says, are the biggest reasons
why European neuroscientists don’t get to-
gether. Add separate grant systems in each
country, which means there is no incentive
for researchers to go to a European meeting
to look for jobs, plus the fact that ENA has to
compete with each country’s own national
neuroscience meetings, and you'll understand
why Zwenk says, “We may have to give up.”

If ENA is due for rebirth, the popular
solution is “a new body which is a European
neuroscience federation,” says Klaus-Peter
Hoffmann, professor of neurobiology at the
Ruhr University of Bochum. Singer has much
the same idea: “a new umbrella meeting for
all the national societies...if they were put
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