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Nobel aspirations

Suzi eana Uda Nagu

FOUR years ago, Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad chal | enged
the local scientific community to produce a Mal aysi an Nobel |aureate by
2020.

Since then the idea has made its rounds anpbng certain circles.

The Acadeny of Sciences Ml aysia was given the task of devel oping the
concept plan to achi eve the goal

The details of the plan are not imedi ately known.

In an attenpt to inspire local scientists to greater heights, the
acadeny has already invited several Nobel laureates to give public
| ectures.

The nost recent Nobel laureate to visit Kuala Lunpur was Professor Ahned
H Zewail fromthe California Institute of Technology (Caltech). He
recei ved the Nobel Prize for chem stry in 1999.

So, is Ml aysia any closer to earning the coveted honour?

First of all, says Datuk Dr M Jegathesan, chief executive officer of
Si stem Hospital Awasan Taraf (Sihat), there nmust be a conplete
under st andi ng of the concept behind the Nobel Prize.

"Nobel prizes are awarded to deserving winners. But not all deserving
are rewarded, " adds Dr Jegathesan, a former deputy director-general of
Heal th (research and technical support). He is also an adjunct professor
at Universiti Putra Malaysia and a joint winner of the National Science
Award in 1995.

I ndeed, conplaints of the limtations of Nobel prizes which | eave nany
deserving scientists out of the laureate | oop are heard every year when
t he Nobel committee announces the w nners.

Dr Jegat hesan says Mal aysi ans are capabl e of making significant
br eakt hroughs in science at any point in time. But at this stage, the
focus should be on |laying out a solid foundation for science.

"W have to begin with nurturing the respect for science as a
fundanment al ingredient of national devel opnent anong the people,”

Jegat hesan adds.

Dr Khong Yoon Loong, a researcher with a nultinational conpany, shares
Dr Jegat hesan's sentinents.

He says appreciation and respect for science anong Ml aysi ans are stil
| acki ng.

Khong, who holds a doctoral degree in Solid State Physics fromthe
Uni versity of Canterbury, New Zeal and, recalls the reaction of his famly
and friends when he wanted to do a science course abroad 20 years ago.

"At the time, friends and rel atives discouraged ne. They said | was only
wasting ny parents' noney," he says.

The attitude is still the same today.

"Students would rather go for technical degrees such as engi neering
because it's easier to get jobs. This says a | ot about the opinion people
have about hard sciences," says Khong.

The public is not entirely to blame for not appreciating basic sciences
enough, says Professor Ghazally Ismail, vice president for research and
corporate relations at Malaysia University of Science and Technol ogy
(MUST) .

There is hardly any publicity given to scientists in the electronic or
print nmedia to begin wth.

Gving scientists their five mnutes of fame will not only boost their



norale but is also a proces of educating the public about the inportance
of building an environnent conducive for science exploration

In a recent article, Singapore's The Sunday Times questions China's
failure to secure, thus far, even one Nobel Prize when Japan has bagged
two for literature and nine for the sciences, two of themthis year

The article, headlined China | ags behind in Nobel cause, noted that
seven ethnic Chinese did win Nobel prizes, the latest being Gao Xingjian
for literature in 2000.

The other six were for the sciences - Professors Daniel Tsui for physics
(1998), Steven Chu for physics (1997), Lee Yuan Tseh for chem stry (1986),
Samuel Ting Chao Chung for physics (1976) and Yang Chen Ning and Lee Tsung
Dao, jointly for physics (1957).

But none had been residing in China for any length of tinme prior to
their wi nning the Nobel Prize.

The scientists were living and working in the United States and stil
are, except for Professor Lee Yuan Tseh, who now resides in Taiwan. Gao, a
di ssident witer, has been living in France since 1987.

And that, according to the experts interviewed, is the key reason why no
one living and working in China or Taiwan, has won the Nobel Prize.

It has all to do with facilities and an intellectually stimnulating
envi ronnent and | ess w th denographics.

China is not in the running because it has very little of these. That it
has nmore gifted people in absolute nunbers than any other country does not
necessarily translate into nore Nobel prizes.

Dr Vincent Yip, former head of the Singapore Science Council and forner
director of the Singapore Science Park, who has taught in the US and
wor ked in China, says a country which cannot neet four basic conditions
stands only a very slimchance of baggi ng any Nobel prizes for the
sci ences.

These are: nodern equi pnent and excellent facilities; a creative
environnent and a critical mass of researchers; access to an internationa
network of scientists and researchers; and governnent funding and popul ar
support.

He adds that | ack of recognition in places where it matters is also a
factor, citing Dr Zhao Zhongxi an fromthe Chi nese Acadeny of Science as a
scientist whose brilliant work in superconductivity has gone | argely
unnot i ced.

Egyptian Nobel |aureate Ahnmed H Zewail, who was in Ml aysia recently,
can vouch for some of the points raised by Yip.

Zewai | showed a | ot of promi se even as a student at University of
Al exandria in Egypt but his prolific career in science only took off after
he left for the United States.

Zewai | feels that he was a victimof Egypt's cunbersone research
bur eaucracy and policy. He understands the dil enma faced by bright young
scientists' whose ideas flowed freely at research institutes abroad, but
had to return and work in stifling conditions back home.

Dr Jegat hesan observes that many Ml aysi an sci ence graduates who studi ed
abroad cone hone to be a part of research teanms whose nenbers are not as
dedi cated as foreign ones.

"A good researcher depends on hard-working team (nmenbers) who share his
conmitnment. W cannot progress with research teans which are ready to
| eave the |ab as soon as the clock strikes four,"” he says.

But change must begin with the young.

Ghazal |y says that students nust be taught to ask the right questions
and not shown the way to give the right answers.

"By asking the right questions, students will devel op creative and
i nqui stive m nds. New know edge can only be devel oped with these skills,"



he says.

If we expect creativity and innovation fromour children, we have to put
an end to the spoon-feeding culture in our schools, says Dr Jegathesan

Ghazal |y, Khong and Dr Jegat hesan concur that nonetary reward is
secondary for nost scientists.

At one point, many research institutions took the approach of pronoting
good scientists to managerial positions in an effort to raise the
scientists' paycheque.

Yet, many talents were | ost because of this policy, says Khong. Once
el evated, the scientists end up being |unbered with nore adnministrative
work, leaving themless tine to engage in research

Dr Jegat hesan says sone institutions have begun to understand they need
not fit scientists into a pyramdal structure to reward them

Freedomto pursue his work is any researcher's dream Yes, nore pay and
research grants are inportant but that nust be acconpanied by academ c
freedom

If Malaysia is serious about wi nning the Nobel Prize, it has to
concentrate on its strengths, anmong others, building on the achi evenents
of existing research institutions such as Sirim Berhad, the nationa
organi sati on of standardi sation and quality, and M nos Berhad, Malaysia's
i nformati on, conmuni cation and technol ogy research and devel opnent body.

These organi sati ons should nove on to | eadi ng edge technol ogy research
and nore resources be put into this.

Zewai | suggests creating elite institutions like the California
Institute of Technol ogy (Caltech) devoted to creative research

He says the population in universities in essentially all the devel opi ng
wor | d has become excessive follow ng the denocratisation of education

"As a result of that, 20,000 people or so need to be educated. There are
only 24 hours to a day. Having to lecture and to also serve in comittees,
the professors are exhausted. They can't do creative research under this
kind of situation," adds Zewail, also director of the Laboratory for
Mol ecul ar Sci ences (LMS) at Caltech.

The US recognised this problema long tine ago and proceeded to create
state-type universities for the education of the |arge popul ati on and
elite institutions for prom sing scientists.

These elite institutions are the driving force in Arerican science and
t echnol ogy.

Zewai | says it cannot be done any ot her way.

"Quess how many students we have at Caltech? Just 2,000. This smal
nunber of students is responsible for comng up with creative research on
space, |aser and microel ectronics,” he adds.

Dr Jegat hesan says the goal of producing Nobel |aureates should be used
to gal vani se Mal aysians to break new frontiers.

Wth a critical nass of top-level scientists, Ml aysia s chances in the
Nobel cause can be exponentially increased.

"If the people are not ready to pay the price, we should not be asking
why we are not producing the right results,” says Dr Jegat hesan
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