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Can we win a Nobel Prize?

Ther esa Manaval an
A NOBEL prize scientist from Ml aysia by the year 2020? Not at the rate
we' re goi ng.

It will take some "rehabilitation” before we can shift gear and make it
happen. Nobel -worthi ness was a nmuch di scussed topic at the 1999 Ml aysi an
Sci ence and Technol ogy Congress held in Kuala Lunmpur |ast nonth at which a
record 158 scientific papers were presented by Ml aysi ans.

It was a huge gathering of scientists - nore than 200 signed up - and
the range of papers reflected the diversity of ongoing scientific
research.

At many sessions, at |east one person dropped the word "Nobel". dearly,
it's on their mnds: many tal ked about the maj or obstacles on that path.
It comes at a tinme when we are getting the greatest ever encouragenent for
science fromthe state, but everywhere, people report a declining
interest, if not resistance, in science.

Since Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad t hrew t he Nobel
Prize challenge to the local scientific comunity a year ago, that concept
has been viewed as a w ndow of opportunity.

Shortly before that, the Confederation of Scientific and Technol ogi ca
Associ ations in Ml aysia (Costam), organiser of the annual congress, had
created the Nobel Laureate Foundation which has a definitive charter to
nmotivate scientists in that direction. (Costamis an assenbly of 29
organi sati ons representing sonme 30,000 scientists in Ml aysia.)

Still, sone brilliant re-engineering may be required before we get to
St ockhol m The good news is that there are sone home-grown ideas for
sol uti ons.

The first overall criticismis that there is no focus in scientific
research. The only visible concerted effort has cone fromthe Mnistry of
Sci ence, Technol ogy and Envi ronnent whi ch provides funding for scientific
research through the Intensified Research Priority Areas programme since
1995.

But even that is accused of being a bureaucratic behenoth - Iong waits
for grant approvals and delays in getting noney. So nuch so, that sone
research teaml eaders claimthey use their own noney to pay assistants to
stop themfromquitting and get additional funds from ot her agenci es.

The other policy problemis that what actual focus there is has been on
appl i ed sciences rather than basic sciences where major breakthroughs
happen. Basic sciences are studies of fundamental things |ike how atons
split or how superconductors performor the precise behaviour of a certain
enzyme.

Most Nobel prizes for the sciences have been awarded for work on basic
sciences - breakthrough findings or definitive explanations of |ong-
st andi ng phenonena whi ch nust benefit humanity in a big way.

For exanple, this year, German nol ecul ar bi ol ogi st Guenter Bl obel won
t he Nobel for work on how proteins are transported in the cell. This is
science at its npst basic level. It's not sonething that can be patented
but it hel ps explain how di seases |ike cystic fibrosis happen. Soneday,
anot her person will use this know edge to design drugs to fight cystic
fibrosis. That woul d be applied science. And the drug nmay be patentabl e.

The local focus on applied sciences is linked to a national interest in
i ncone-generating science and busi ness-rel ated know edge. Since |oca
universities are gradually being "corporatised", they have a



responsibility to ensure that their work is financially rewarding. But
remenber, financial independence neans a university can eventually claim
conpl et e managenment autonomy fromthe civil service

But take confort that this not uniquely Ml aysian. Wrl dwi de,
educationi sts have noted that there is a global pre-occupation w th making
money and nuch fundi ng has been directed to busi ness school s.

Further down, at the nuts and bolts | evel of operating research centres,
there are serious fundanental problens.

* Leadership: A serious matter. Accusations range from"sinply no good"
to "prefers to play golf". The bottomline is that sonme research
directorships are held by the wong people. Leadership roles require the
rare conbi nati on of excellent technical and adm nistrative skills plus
talent for notivating others.

| deal |y, says Costam president Tan Sri Augustine Ong, the right |eader
makes the difference. "In fact, even | eaders need notivation. I'd like to
propose research chairs at |local centres for foreign professors of high
st andi ng. "

* Atnmosphere: It's stifling, say sone scientists, because research
centres are run |i ke governnent departnments and there's no way we're ever
goi ng to have conpl etely indi genous work. But note that nost Asian Nobe
winners did their work in a European or American institutions. That says a
| ot.

"Yes, we should be open to that idea," argues Ong, a chemi st who went on
to head Porimand | ead the national counter-canpaign for pal moil
"Not hi ng wong wi th Ml aysi ans researchi ng abroad in the best | abs and
Wi nning prizes. Asking soneone to start up a lab is not always fair. It
takes a huge administrative effort.”

Ong woul d know because in 1959, he started up the Chem stry Departnent
in Kuala Lunpur, and later in Penang. "Then again, really outstanding
scientists have outstandi ng determnmi nation. They find ways. That's
i nportant. Remenber, even in the best centres, nothing cones easy."

* Retirenent age: A |long standing conplaint. At 55, nost people have
just arrived at expert status. "Right now, a good nunber of Ml aysian
scientists are sitting at hone collecting a pension although they are
rated as experts in their fields," says Datuk Dr C. P. Ranachandran, vice-
president of the Ml aysian Scientific Association and professor of nedical
parasitol ogy at Universiti Putra Ml aysia's medi cal school

"Fifty-five is when a person beconmes a expert in his field. If you've
kept soneone as professor for several years, then he or she nmust have been
good. "

One solution: create professor emeritus positions in the Oxford,
Canbridge and Ivy League tradition. "Bring the expert back into the gene
pool imrediately after official retirenment," says Ramachandran, a world
authority on filariasis. "Let the professor continue his research and
teach but no nore adm ninstrative work."

Note that the average age of nbst Nobel -w nning scientists is about 65-
70. That's because their breakthroughs come sone years after they becane
experts and still nore years will pass as other scientists quote its
authority. Only then does the Nobel commttee consider it.

* Support staff: Big problem Lab assistants and technicians are nostly
SPM or dipl oma hol ders, npst sal aries don't go above RML, 000. "In sone
| abs, it's the weakest |ink," says Ramachandran, "although technicians
play a vital role. Mst senior scientists say they prefer basic degree
hol ders. Perhaps an upgradi ng systemwoul d hel p. "

* Infrastructure: Od, outdated facilities still exist, in some places
no facilities at all. But the biggest transgression is run-down facilities
fromthe | ack of mmintenance. Cutting edge science does need expensive



equi prrent and materials but these need expert mmintenance which can al so
be expensive plus the right buildings to house themin. For exanple,
el ectron m croscopes performbest in basenents. Vibrations fromground and
above ground | evels are known to throw of f readi ngs. They al so need
speci al i st nmai nt enance techni ci ans.

Mal aysi an scientists have conpl ai ned of even basic things |ike power
cuts which ruined ongoi ng experinents in freezers.

* Basi c education: Interest in science is declining. "Basic schoo
sci ence teachi ng needs strengthening,” says Ranmachandran. "The 2020
generation has just started school, let's catch them There are no Nobe
Wi nners overnight. There are many steps to reach that |evel."

The R&D culture has to begin early, says Ong, and it will take a major
change in mndset. "Children nust be provoked into bei ng natural
i nvestigators. Interest is a powerful force in | earning. And parents nust
understand that this is not governnent work."

( END)
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