more impassioned as his voice grows louder,
is echoed by many of his internationally
minded colleagues: “We understand that the
country is poor, so we cannot ask for too
much,” he says. “But the little money that is
available is distributed with no regard for
scientific merit—that is really frustrating.”

Under the Soviet system, Moscow used to
decide who got money, and personal con-
tacts were always important. But now the
Ukrainian Academy of Sciences is in charge
and has “taken over the role of imperial pow-
er, with just a few small changes,” complains
Krishtal. Under the old system, explains
Demchenko, “you had to live like Faust, and
sell your soul for a few privileges.”

One radical suggestion to give a boost to
Ukrainian science is to persuade some scien-
tists at the academy to leave in order to pro-
vide resources for the few who do good work.

Geneticist Sergei Gershenson, 86 years old
and a pioneer of molecular genetics, says that
“30% to 50%” of academy scientists should
be “fired immediately, especially in biology.”
Krishtal goes even further: “Three-quarters
of the industry in this country would be bank-
rupt, except they don’t have such a concept
here yet, so people keep going to work every
day. In science, it is exactly the same.”
Radical change is unlikely, however. Un-
like the East European and Baltic republics,
which are already inviting experts from the
West to evaluate their science, attempts at
reform in Ukraine have so far failed. One of
the first acts of the new government was to
create a State Committee on Science and
Technology, a kind of science ministry that
would act asarival to the academy. But as the
academy retains total autonomy from the
committee, including its own budget, the new

committee is able to do little.

Attempts to introduce change from be-
low have also failed. A couple of years ago,
Demchenko helped organize a “Society of
Democratic Scientists,” which tried to break
the monopoly of power in science held by the
academy. But even though several thousand
scientists joined the society, its efforts quickly
fizzled. The movement lacked money, ex-
plains Demchenko, and the academy leaders
were just too powerful. “The same people edit
the journals, head the academy councils on
their fields of science, and award the scientific
degrees. If one of them decides you are an
undesirable,” he continues, “you have had it.”

Researchers everywhere in Ukraine said
that they are afraid the system will not change
soon because of the difficulty in adapting to
life in a noncommunist country. “Over the
years,” says Andre Sibirny, a yeast geneticist
at the Ukraine Academy of Sciences in Lvov,
“people here were transformed from Homo
sapiens to Homo Sowvieticus.” Among other
things, he says, that means that the first im-
pulse for people who are moved into posi-
tions of power is to “take whatever they can
get” for themselves.

The difficulty in changing people’s percep-
tions is neatly illustrated by the experience of
U.S. high-tech business consultant Dave
Ziegler, who spends most of his time in Kiev.
Years of living in a system where there were
constant shortages has made Ukrainians think
that once they have a product, any product, it
will sell, explains Ziegler. “I've heard that
there are 72,000 researchers at the Ukrainian
Academy,” says Ziegler, “and I must have heard
from 62,000 of them by now, trying to sell me
on business proposals. Eighty percent of them
have ideas marketable only in their heads
because they don’t know what’s on the mar-
ket. Of the others, 5% have good ideas, but of
them all but 5% are asking for such outrageous
terms that they will never be able to make a
deal,” says Ziegler with exasperation.

Despite all the psychological and other
problems, a Western evaluation would still
do a lot of good, says Demchenko. It would
force people to think about what ‘good sci-
ence’ really means.” The question is, when
reform does eventually come, will there be
any competent scientists left in Ukraine?

—Steven Dickman

Steven Dickman is currently a Knight Science
Jowrnalism Fellow at MIT .

Correction

Anarticle in last week’s issue (“Agen-
cies Split on Nutrition Advice,” 25 Sep-
tember, p. 1857) incorrectly reported
the recommended daily allowance of
folic acid as 400 milligrams. The correct
unit throughout the article should have
been micrograms.
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