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The first anniversary of the MILLENNIUM SCIENCE INITIATIVE


Bioplanet Magazine, Second Year Nº10 - March/April 2001, p.24-25
Article published by Dr. Mario Rosemblatt, Executive Director of the Foundation "Ciencia para la Vida" and Deputy Director of the Millennium Institute for Fundamental and Applied Biology.
The first anniversary of the
MILLENNIUM SCIENCE INITIATIVE
The commitment between the Chilean Government and the World Bank towards funding a new scientific initiative, the Millennium Science Initiative (MSI), began to define itself in mid-1999. An unpublished deed for the World Bank, which didn't normally finance scientific investigation. This idea, a ground-breaking one in the science funding field, focused on the creation of international level "scientific centers of excellence", without giving importance to the scientific matter they were to develop. Once this initiative was established in the Ministry of Planning and Cooperation, the idea was to rapidly and successfully achieve the full use of the excellent scientific and technological resources of Chile, and in this way achieve the scientific integration of our country as an equal partner into modern world science. In spite of the novelty and appeal of this program, it triggered a great deal of controversy in the scientific environment. I believe that this polemic developed due to the unexpectedness of the tender and also to the autonomy denoted by this program in reference to the ones already in existence. In the first bidding there were 75 proposals, out of which, and after the visit from a committee formed by external specialized evaluators, three Institutes and 5 Nuclei were chosen.
This has been a world wide innovative experience and Chile has been the first country to carry it out. It is expected that other countries of the subcontinent will implement similar programs based on our know-how. Despite the Institutes and Nuclei two-thirds financing reduction over the approved amount for the first year, the participants, a group of fifty researchers, began their activities with great passion and conviction. It is important to pause and analyze how the achievement of such an important mission has progressed during its first year. After the controversy with which this initiative was born, many researchers and people devoted to the management of science ask themselves, in full right, if this new way of financing science in Chile has given the expected results. The World Bank, as well as the group itself of researchers formed by Institutes and Nuclei, have asked themselves the same question. Now that this first year of operation is over I would like to make some personal reflections about the progress of the millenniums and their achievements, benefits and initial results. I will also refer to the recent evaluation performed by a panel of international experts who congregated during the past March with researchers from the various groups to analyze and give their opinion about the progress achieved. The experts also met young researchers and students who have been favored by this program and have contributed to its activities.
A NEW WAY OF DOING SCIENCE: Before mentioning the opinions given by the committee of experts, I would like to share with you the way in which the Millennium Science Initiative has led us to a new way of performing science in Chile and how within this initiative, the different groups have been collaborating to achieve success and to turn it into a model. I believe that some of the ways in which the MSI operates can be used to illustrate that the application of new procedures to the management and administration of scientific work can achieve greater efficiency, cooperation and connection with the outside world. The MSI has opened to new ways of disbursing fund and thus, has opened itself to a more flexible way of doing science. Without ignoring the procedures and following a strict management and expense control, it has been possible to acquire a greater freedom and boldness towards procurements. The MSI managers have understood that the importance of strict record keeping and detailed submission of an expense account, does not take away the freedom to decide upon what the researchers can spend their money. Within the MSI expenditure system, the funds may be invested in great categories including among other, hiring of young researchers or post-graduates, or expenses on infrastructure, courses, international symposiums, visit of researchers or students to foreign laboratories, acquisition of high level equipment, incentive for the national and international cooperation, etcetera. As examples I can mention that while one of the Millennium centers destined approximately 60% of their budget to salaries of the researchers, post-doctorates and students, and 5% to non recoverable goods and equipment, an other group used only 22% for salaries and 40% to non recoverable goods and equipment. Likewise, one group destined 10% of their budget to infrastructure and the other two institutes chose not to invest in this area during the first year of the project. Any researcher will notice that having flexibility in the way the project budget can be spent offers a highly efficacious tool to obtain high profitability from the funds. We believe that some of these criteria for the use of the resources could be employed in some of the other programs which operate with a less flexible budget, since the benefits have been clear for the work we the researchers must perform, as well as, for its efficient use. Furthermore, and as we will observe when discussing the report turned in by the evaluating committee, this freedom, greatly appreciated by the researchers, managers and representatives of the World Bank, has given its results, in the power and novelty of the undertaken programs.
PARTICIPATIVE MANAGEMENT: Another aspect which I believe to be important to mention and in the future, imitate, is what I would call "participative-committed and solidary management". During the last six months, the main researchers and deputy researchers of the Centers and Institutes (16 researchers), together with the people who conform the executive secretariat of the MSI and managers of the World Bank have met on two occasions to talk, discuss and reason over the progress of the program, to clarify hindrances and give bureaucratic support, and to agree upon ways to improve and facilitate the work of Institutes and Nuclei. Although other institutions that finance science in Chile are open to dialogue, I know of none which maintain a permanent dialogue with scientists that use the system as does the MSI. Both meetings we have shared and the continuous telephone and Internet contacts have allowed us to agree on the use of procedures which have facilitated and given greater ease to the performance of the research programs, networking, community approach and contact with the productive and government sectors, etcetera. We have also reached important agreements about the easier way to render accounts and assure the money involved. This represents a real progress in the relationship between the administrators and scientists who are using the system. But what about solidarity? One of the reasons for which the MSI researcher's meetings with the "Ministerio de Planificacion y Cooperación" and the World Bank representatives have been so productive and valuable is because the vision , the imperative, I would say, to confirm this new way of doing science has been maintained as a common goal. When we submit the respective projects, we compete honestly for the funds; now that we belong to MSI, we have gathered forces towards our common goal to bring about this new project. Our goal of doing science of excellency and of domestic impact has brought us together in such a way that the meetings among researchers from the various centers with the MSI managers have aimed to find common means in order to improve the system's functioning. With this in mind, we share in an open and constructive way our own experiences. We understand that performing science in this new way is a privilege and we wish to share this experience with the rest of the community. I wish to add that in reference to this, the MSI is a paradigm that would be worth copying.
WRITTEN REPORTS: Last January, the Institutes and Nuclei submitted their first progress reports. These reports are not easy to read but their examination is instructive. At first sight, they show the solidness of the groups and researchers. In spite of the short time since the beginning of this program, MSI has provided a superstructure which has allowed collaborative research, training of young people, outreach and international networks that previously didn't exist in this country. New areas of research have been initiated, that combine cellular biology with molecular genetics to deal with various human pathologies. Academic scientists have gotten into contact with government scientists to deal with public health problems. Collaborations have been established with foreign companies dedicated to the detection and treatment of fish pathologies. Intense academic activities have begun in regions, etcetera. Thus, creativity has been encouraged and synergy has been created in various science application areas. In this sense, it is worth indicating that the international commission that recently evaluated the Centers and Institutes concluded "research productivity is high and frequently is in the non-traditional areas". In the reports, we can generally infer that the researchers from the various Centers and Institutes consider that the new collaborations, between members of the same group or with foreign researchers has been the most important achievement of this first year, feelings widely shared by students and post-doctorates. All groups have undertaken provocative new programs addressed to the training of young people in new courses with international participation. It's important to observe the effort made by Institutes and Nuclei conforming international cooperation network for the research and teaching, as well as, the incorporation of young talents to the research activities. Another important aspect observed in the reports are the new interactions with the physics, chemical and biological industries, with the government sectors in the area of public health and with society at large in reference to education and extension. Even more important is the fact that the MSI organization has permitted that these new interactions and contacts can take place without affecting the scientific activities of the participants from the various groups. Summarizing, productivity has increased, new collaborations have begun, new research areas have been started, original international courses have been carried out, science has reached other spheres of government and the industry, which it previously could not reach, and ingenious new community approach programs have been invented. Thus, as the international evaluation committee indicates in their report "a relatively modest investment has been surprisingly effective" 



	Ahumada 48, Fourth Floor
Santiago - Chile
Phono : (56-2) 675 1614
Fax: (56-2) 675 1650
email: icm@mideplan.cl






