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SPOTLIGHTS ON SCIENCE

Megascience
Forum

S tcf_an Michalowski, OECD

As governments around the
world struggle to put their
finances in order, the needs of
science are often being sacrificed to
other priorities such as health,
environmental protection, and debt
reduction. Most scientists now
recognize the need to prepare for a
time of reduced financial
expectations, but there is no clear
vision of how much damage will
ultimately be done to cherished
institutions and careers. The sight
of Russia’s once-robust and
complacent scientific community,
now reduced to shambles, cannot
fail to give a case of jitters to
anyone who contemplates the
future of the international science
system.

During these difficult times,
scientists are looking for new ideas,
procedures and institutions to help
make the case for preserving vital
projects, and for minimizing the
effects of unavoidable cuts. One of
the remedies most often prescribed
is internationalization: the pooling
of talent and funds to make more .
efficient use of scarce national
resources and to avoid duplication
in scientific investments -
(interestingly, redundancy was
once seen as an essential and
desirable component of the
scientific method).

Unfortunately, the big financial
squeeze comes at a time when some
of the most impartant problems
that are being considered by

" scientists require the development
of very large and expensive
projects. The term «megascience»
was coined to designate these
research efforts, and applies to big
facilities (telescopes, accelerators,
etc.) and to large coordinated

programs (for example, the
mapping of the human genome).
The idea of intéernationalizing
megaprojects is not new, and
scientists have already created
many formal and informal
international connections. To be
successful, however, these efforts
must be complemented by equally
fruitful interactions among
government science policy officials.
Failing that, even the most
scientifically promising
collaborations can fail for a variety
of budgetary, political or
bureaucratic reasons. International
cooperation in megascience is
rarely straightforward since
individual countries have created
their own political structures for
setting priorities, schedules,
funding and evaluation. These
must be harmonized and
coordinated before joint efforts can
be undertaken, and it was for this
reason that the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD) established
the Megascience Forum in 1992.
The OECD, whose members are the
governments of the twenty-six most
economically advanced
democracies, is an ideal venue for
promoting international
megascience cooperation, with
thirty-five years of experience in
conducting international
discussions on a wide range of
complex issues.

During its first three years, the
Forum conducted broad reviews of
six scientific areas (astronomy, deep
drilling, oceanography, particle
physics, global climate change,
neutron and synchrotron radiation
sources), with special emphasis on
informing scientists and
government officials about
important scientific questions that
might, in the future, require a
coordinated international effort.
The Forum also commissioned and
discussed a number of cross-cutting
policy issues that relate to
megascience. The results of this
work were regularly summarized
in Science International.
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With the changing times, and in
view of the looming cuts in
government spending, the mission
of the Forum has been adjusted to
maintain its relevance to the needs
of researchers and policy-makers.
The science ministers of the OECD
countries meeting in September
1995 directed the Forum to
establish task-oriented working
groups to address specific issues
and problems in selected scientific
disciplines where megaprojects
play an important role, as well as
broad policy questions that are
common to many scientific areas.
Approximately two dozen potential
working group topics were
examined in detail at the Forum’s
most recent meeting on January 25-
26, 1996, and three groups were
formed: .

Neutron sources: international
cooperation on the utilization of

existing sources, and development
of new, advanced neutron sources
and instrumentation (lead country:
United Kingdom).

Bioinformatics: coordination of the
development of information
systems to support large research
projects in the biological sciences,
with special emphasis on
biodiversity, and the study of
neurological systems (lead country:
United States).

Barriers to megascience
cooperation: analyzing and
removing obstacles to international
cooperation in megascience,
including the issue of access to
international facilities, and
legislative/administrative barriers
(lead countries: Canada and
France).

At future Forum meetings,
additional groups may be
established, depending on
developments in international
scientific cooperation, and the
availability of Forum resources. As
a result of discussions at the Forum
meeting, a better understanding
emerged of the criteria for selecting



working group topics. In general,
before the Forum becomes
involved, the relevant scientific
community should develop a
mature consensus that a specific
issue warrants a high-level
discussion among the science policy
officials of the OECD countries and,
if appropriate, non-OECD countries
as well. In addition, it is desirable to
have a good level of awareness
about the proposed issue among
the national governmental bodies
(research councils, funding
agencies, ministries, etc.). This
underscores the increasing
importance of promoting
._communication between scientists
and government officials. The
_topics enumerated above reflect
these criteria.

Working group participants will
report to their governments and, if
they are successful, will make
recommendations for facilitating
international cooperation. Another
possible outcome is a preliminary
commitment by participating
governments to a new collaborative
project. In that case, any further
intergovernmental discussions
would be pursued outside the
context of a Working Group, since
the OECD cannot have any -
operational role or responsibility in

_setting up or operating actual
collaborations.

Although the Forum provides a
venue for discussions among senior
government officials, a key
requirement is that its activities
incorporate the best scientific
judgment of individual researchers
-and of professional scientific
organizations. Governmental
representatives to the Forum
routinely interact with their
national scientific communities on
matters that could be usefully
undertaken by a Forum working
group. Scientists and
representatives of professional
organizations are encouraged to
work through these channels in
order to bring matters to the
Forum'’s attention.
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