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China rushes through
major funding system

Next month, China will start pouring money
into two long-awaited ‘megaprojects’ in infec-
tious disease and drug discovery. But although
scientists welcome the funding bonanza, many
criticize how it is being administered — espe-
cially because, after waiting more than two
years for the announcement, scientists were
given only a few weeks to apply.

In February 2006, the national medium- and
long-term programme for science and technol-
ogy development, which lays out plans up to
2020, called for investments in biomedical
sciences. After debate among the ministries of
health, science and technology, and industry

along with the powerful National Devel-
opment and Reform Commission — it was
decided that the health ministry would take
the lead. But the negotiations took so long that
requests for grant applications did not go out
until the middle of last month.

Projects that win funding will run between
October 2008 and December 2010. It is still
unclear, however, whether all of the funding
earmarked for this first stage will be squeezed
into the next two years or allowed to carry over
to the next Five Year Plan.

The infectious-disease money will go to
research on HIV/AIDS, hepatitis B, hepatitis C
and tuberculosis. The drug-discovery money
will target ten major diseases including cancer,
cardiovascular disease, neurodegenerative dis-
eases, diabetes and mental illness. The biggest
chunks of cash, however, will go towards the
establishment of Good Laboratory Practice
platforms — in which scientists establish pro-
cedures to ensure the accuracy of safety data
of laboratory materials — and Good Clinical
Practice platforms, which ensure the rights and
the safety of patients involved in clinical tri-
als. “The number-one goal is to make similar

Reaction to China's new biomedical funding
programmes has been mixed.

"
11 September deadline for applications to the

drug-discovery project. The review process
will be similarly speedy, taking between ten

said the review is “like a black hole” \
Although the application forms claim the *

procedure will include “public announcement,

free application, expert review [and] merit-
based selection”, some wonder whether the
speedy application and evaluation procedures
mean the winners have already been picked. “It
only benefits the people who knew about it long
before everyone else;” says the head of a Shang-
hai biotech company. Even those not critical of
the project say the money will go to the usual
suspects. Others say the ministry should have
taken more time explaining the projects and
their goals to those not in the inner circle.

A senior biologist in Beijing criticizes the
focus on hepatitis B, given that a vaccine
already exists. He says that he wonders whether
the money might be more effective if it were
split between vaccination programmes and
other research programmes. “These meg-
aprojects are covers for dividing up funds, not
driven by real goals,” he says.

There is also concern about whether the
funding will be spread too thinly. “It will help
everyone a little bit, but not have a big impact
on new drug development,” says a researcher at
the Shanghai Institute of Materia Medica. Yip
is more positive about the infectious-disease
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In the second of our election-
themed podcasts available
online, Nature looks at where
US biomedical research

might head after November's
presidential election. Excerpts
from our panel discussion:

“How are we going to structure our
biomedical research enterprise,
our graduate training and our
undergraduate training for the

next generation of scientists?
Republicans and Democrats should
be able to pull in the same direction
ontheseissues.”

Thomas Cech, president, Howard Hughes
Medical Institute, Chevy Chase, Maryland

“The prohibition on federal
funding of most human embryonic
stem-cell research has been an
enormous wet blanket on the
whole research enterprise in

this area.”
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Beijing. In addition to university and institute
researchers, industrial researchers can apply if
their company is majority Chinese-owned.

projects might help remedy China’s shortage of
experienced biomedical researchers. “It will no
doubt attract talented people,” he says. “Those

16 days after the request for applications went
up on the health ministry website. Likewise,
researchers had only three weeks to meet the

lous”, saying it would reduce the quality of pro-
posals. Noting that some proposals had already
been rejected without any explanation, he

I_\/\egacity project seeks to gauge urban pollution

including Beijing, Mumbai,

in existing air-pollution data

been ready. Results of the selection process are
expected later this month. [ ]
David Cyranoski

University of Arkansas in Little

New York and Tokyo. “We
are not starting froma blank

— particularly in the chemical
speciation and evolution of

Rock, who is not involved in
the project. Moreover, he says,
as cities worldwide differ in

the potential. Whereas if it hadn't
become so politicized, | think they

would be a bit more sceptical.”
Thomas Cech

"We must preserve the synergy
that we have between the public
and the private sectors, if we
intend to maintain our competitive
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is to take centre stage in a new
research project on the impact of
megacities on air pollution.

The MEGAPOLI project, which
starts next month, will focus on
building regional air-pollution
models for every city in the world

planning.

to harmful aerosols
and particles, and
toimproved urban

Two dozen cities
worldwide already
have populations

This colour of this balloon
indicates Paris's air quality.

between poliution
and climate, says
Alexander Baklanov
of the Danish
Meteorological
Institute, a project
leader. That

says Mark Lawrence, a chemical
transport modeller at the Max
Planck Institute for Chemistry in
Mainz, Germany. Much of the data
have already been collected byits
collaborating partners; MEGAPOLI
will work, for instance, with the

global-scale models and
satellite data of both air
pollution and climate.

To complete the picture, the
consortium will model four
European metropolitan areas:
Paris, London, Germany's

the distribution and changes
in air pollution over the past
decade in four hotspots. The
result, says Baklanov, will not
only refine models and maps,
but also tools to help urban
planners mitigate pollution.

works best in improving urban
management of emissions.
“The collaborative approach
in MEGAPOLI is agood one," he
notes. "By combining efforts,
the sum of the instrumentation,
expertise and quality of the

“It might even be time for there to
be a life scientist as the science
adviser to the president, which
would be a departure.”

Jonathan Moreno

To hear the full discussion, chaired by
our columnist David Goldston,

data is greater than any one
investigator could ever hope to

with a population of more than
five million. It encompasses 23

Studying many megacities
together is crucial to building

exceeding 10
million; much of the existing field

Rhine-Ruhr region and the
Po valley in Italy. Paris will be

Milagro project, which carried out the
largest air-poliution field campaign to

includes, he says,

studying atmospheric processes visit www.nature.com/

nature/podcast. Next week's
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