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the authors write, provides new fodder for
the hypothesis that “high placebo respon-
ders have a more efficient opioid system.”

Jon-Kar Zubieta of the University of
Michigan, Ann Arbor, who has tracked the
function of the opioid receptor system im-
plicated in the new study (Science, 13 July
2001, p. 311), suspects that those people
who respond robustly to the placebo have
increased concentrations of opioid receptors.
However, he says the small number of sub-
jects prevents any of the study’s findings
from being definitive.

Nevertheless, by showing the intimate re-
lation between placebo and drug effects in
the brain, the work fits with the theory that
the placebo response is deeply embedded in
all analgesic treatments, says neuroscientist
Fabrizio Benedetti of the University of
Turin, Italy. For instance, one of his recent
studies shows that a painkilling injection is
more effective when the patient is watching
than when the drug is administered covertly.

—CONSTANCE HOLDEN

Cuts Add to Turmoil
Over Research Spending

Mexican scientists are in an uproar over a
surprise decision by the country’s leading re-
search agency to sharply cut research awards.
The government of President Vicente Fox
says the cuts have been blown out of propor-
tion and are part of a major reshuffling that
will result in a larger science budget. But sci-
entists are skeptical, pointing to a series of re-
cent actions that have raised doubts about the
government’s commitment to basic research.

The reformist Fox began his 6-year term
a year ago promising to double the budget
of the National Council
for Science and Tech-
nology (CONACYT),
which funds research
in all disciplines. But
what followed was a
string of financial
problems. Last fall, the
agency ran out of mon-
ey for graduate schol-
arships and halted
grants to visiting scien-
tists and to attract
scientists back from
abroad. More recently,
salary payments to re-
searchers were delayed
for several weeks.

The last straw for
many scientists was the
news last month that
CONACYT wil! spend
only $56 million on ba-

More than praise. Mexican researchers want a
greater commitment from President Fox, left.

NEWS OF THE WEEK

sic research grants and fellowships in its
2001 round of awards, a drop of 34% from
the $84 million disbursed in 2000. The cut
reflects a decline in the number of grants
funded from roughly 1000 per year since
1996 to just 656 in 2001. “Last year was
disastrous,” says René Drucker, president of
the Mexican Academy of Sciences. “It was
one of the worst years in the history of
Mexican science.”

Officials at CONACYT, which oversees
about 15% of the government’s investment
in science and technology, have tried to put
the best face on these events. They say grant
funding declined only slightly last year com-
pared to the late 1990s and that 2000 was
an “atypically” good year. In meetings,
however. officials have explained that the
agency overspent its budget in 2000 and
then had to take money from 2001 funds,
according to Jaime Urrutia, director of the
Institute of Geophysics at the National Au-
tonomous University of Mexico (UNAM),
Mexico City. More recently, the delay of a
customary $32 million end-of-the-year pay-
ment from the Ministry of Education for op-
erating expenses forced CONACYT to bor-
row from the 2002 budget, says CONACYT
spokesperson Armando Reyes.

The agency is also in “transition,” ad-
junct director for scientific research Alfonso
Serrano has told national media, and it plans
to tap research budgets from the health,
agriculture, and other federal ministries to
fund new programs aimed at attacking prac-
tical problems that reflect “the country’s
needs.” The new pot will restore some of the
$28 million shortfall in the 2001 grants
competition, says Reyes, and it will also re-
flect a 24% increase in CONACYT’s 2002
budget, to $477 million.

The new programs are to begin accepting
proposals this month.
But that’s little com-
fort to hundreds of
scientists and students,
who must now stretch
existing grants for
several more months
or get by on personal
funds. Some also wor-
ry that CONACYT’s
new focus on practical
problems could mean
less funding for basic
science, says Antonio
Pefia of the Permanent
Forum for Science
and Technology, a
group that advises the
president. CONACYT
officials, however, say
there will be more
money for basic re-
search, not less.

Some scientists are hopeful that the Fox
plan could eventually benefit Mexican sci-
ence. “It’s a new government, and we need
to give them time to show what they can
do,” says structural biologist Lourival Pos-
sani of UNAM, Cuernavaca. But Possani
and others remain concerned about the
dearth of information coming from offi-
cials. “There isn't much clarity at all,”
Drucker says. —JOCELYN KAISER

With reporting by Marina Chicurel, a writer in
Santa Cruz, California.

Cancer Study Lawsuit
Dismissed in Oklahoma

A federal judge has
dismissed a high-
profile lawsuit claim-
ing that a clinical trial
at the University of
Oklahoma violated pa-
tients’ human rights
under international law.
The ruling derails—at
least temporarily—a le-
gal juggernaut driven
by New Jersey lawyer
Alan Milstein. Milstein
has taken four respect-
ed clinical centers to
court claiming that
their research projects
violated the Nuremberg
Code, a set of medical
rules established half a century ago in reac-
tion to Nazi experiments. Last week, federal
Judge H. Dale Cook of Oklahoma City cast
doubt on that legal strategy by ruling that
the Nuremberg Code can’t be used as the
basis of a civil suit in U.S. courts.

Miistein began testing the Nuremberg ar-
gument 2 years ago. A partner in a Penn-
sauken, New Jersey, firm, he made head-
lines when he sued the University of Penn-
sylvania in Philadelphia on behalf of the
family of Jesse Gelsinger, a patient who died
in a gene therapy trial. The university settied
for a large but undisclosed sum in 2000.

Since then, Milstein has sued the Fred
Hutchinson Cancer Research Center in
Seattle, the University of Oklahoma Health
Sciences Center in Oklahoma City, the
Ohio State University Medical Center in
Columbus, and Penn, this time over a sec-
ond patient in the Gelsinger gene therapy
trial. In all cases, the suits accused re-
searchers and others of violating the pa-
tients” human rights under the Nuremberg
Code and other international standards.

The Oklahoma case was one of Mil-
stein’s largest. Federal authorities had
closed down a trial of an anticancer vac-

Rebuffed. Attor-
ney Alan Milstein
plans an appeal.
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