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	Advancing R & D and Scientific Training in Developing Countries:
Introducing the Millennium Science Initiative

	
The World Bank is launching a worldwide initiative with a pilot project in Chile. Through the Millennium Science Initiative (MSI), the World Bank seeks to improve the Chilean national research and development system which is characterized by under-performance and excessive bureaucracy. MSI seeks to increase the country's capacity to produce scientific knowledge and highly qualified human resources, thus improving Chile's international competitiveness in the domain of science and technology.
The pilot project has begun in Chile. The country's current disabilities and inflexible policies in the domain of research discourage many Ph.D. candidates and make a fruitful investigation almost impossible. For instance, there is only one major agency that provide fellowships for Ph.D. thesis, the National Commission for Scientific and Technological Research (CONICYT). CONICYT only supports half of the candidates who seek fellowships. In addition, researchers find themselves confronted with understaffed laboratories and limited production of publications.
The obvious consequence is that Chile produces fewer than 50 Ph.D.s per year in science and engineering (S&E). Some of these individuals go abroad as post-docs and do not return. Another 30 Chileans receive S&E doctoral degrees outside of Chile, but more than half of them remain abroad at the end of their studies. In total, Chile is adding five to ten times fewer new Ph.D.s per year to its research and development system (R&D) when compared to other, similarly populated countries like Greece or Taiwan, and up to twenty times fewer Ph.D.s per capita than advanced OECD countries. "We want to show that, under proper procedures, world-class scientific research can also be undertaken in Chile, not only in highly developed countries," says Lauritz Holm-Nielsen, the Task Manager of the MSI.
Previous attempts to strengthen centers of academic excellence in developing countries have failed, either because the policies were tied to complicated bureaucratic and diplomatic structures, or because of a lack of financial support. The MSI is different. During the initial period of 2 years of MSI, a Learning and Innovation Loan will provide partial finance for 3 world class research groups with adequate levels of long-term funding and approximately 10 emerging groups of high quality, with medium-term funding.
MSI provides grants to nationals of developing countries whose work will substantially contribute to national R&D efforts. Extreme importance will be given to assure a highly selective process for granting awards. Only a few researchers of world-class potential will be funded. The election procedure is supposed to assure a long-term improvement of quality and efficiency in such a way that more promising young researchers will be clustered around and interact with the best of the world's most experienced researchers. The World Bank insists that this should be done before making large scale investments in order to avoid supporting a research community which is costly and inefficient. After the two year initial phase, the Government of Chile will continue the project and finance it for at least another 5 to 10 years.
Another objective of the MSI is to foster global and regional networking between research institutes. The different research projects will certainly provide good opportunities for international collaboration through visiting professorships, post-doctoral and doctoral positions. In addition, each funded group will cooperate with the overall Program Committee on a series of targeted activities which integrate the work and efforts of national and international partners. Lauritz Holm-Nielsen sums up: "What many people only have talked about, we put it in to reality: we selected and funded." Preparation of a project in Venezuela under the Millennium Science Initiative is currently being finalized.
For more information, visit the Millennium Science Initiative home page on Chile's government web site:
http://www.mideplan.cl/milenio/home.html
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