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The Time of Young Scientists

T. BROCK ETAL. ("EMPOWERING YOUNG SCIENTISTS,” EDITORIAL, 2 APRIL, P. 17) SUPPORT THE
formation in various countries of young-scientist academies that younger scientists would be
eligible to join, along the lines of the already-formed Global Young Academy. The latter will
include an elite group of approximately 200 international young scientists around the age of 35.
Although I am a proven advocate of young scientists (/), I found the Editorial to be off target.

The Editorial suggests that most internationally recognized scientists are senior and that
“young scientists rarely receive societal recognition for their work.” The reason for this discrep-
ancy is not that young scientists are excluded; it is that most of them haven’t yet produced high-
impact work or that their recent discoveries need time to mature and make an impact. There are
many examples of scientists less than 40 years old who have won Nobel Prizes or have been
inducted into regular national academies. Consequently, there should be no reason or indica-
tions for discrimination for age, as speculated in the Editorial.

will be plenty of opportunities for them in
the future to play roles in policy and manage-
ment issues.

I conclude that academies for young sci-
entists are not only unnecessary, but may
damage the careers of highly promising
young scientists. Necessarily, these promis-
ing future stars will need to divert at least part
of their activity to conferences, policy, and
management issues, which will distract them
from creativity and innovation. Such activi-
ties could be easily fulfilled by more experi-
enced senior scientists. Let us also not forget
that the vast majority of senior scientists have
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The Time of Young Scientists

In their 2 April Editorial,* T. Briick et al. suggest that
academies for young scientists (~35 years old) can help
early-career researchers earn the support and recogni-
tion they deserve. E. P. Diamandis argues in a Letter
that such societies will distract young scientists from
their work at the bench. T. Briick et al. respond that the
message to focus only on science “runs contrary to the
interests of young scientists and the broader scientific
community.” In the coming years, there is likely to be
a growing focus on science communication; scientists
will be asked to explain their science and the scientific
process to the general public and policy-makers.

How much time should the next generation
of young scientists devote to nonresearch
activities?

O Less than 1%

The parallel between science
and sports is also off target. In
sports, such as the 100-meter dash
or tennis, the winner is unequivo-
cal. The referees are only there to
keep the score and/or make sure
that the contestants follow rules
of the game. In science, the ques-
tion of “who is better” cannot be
unequivocally answered because
the criteria are subjective and
the diversity of the scientific dis-
ciplines is enormous. It seems
likely that the selection of the so-
called 200 young international
academicians will be based less
on actual merit and more on the
strength of the nominations by
highly influential scientists who,
predictably, will push and lobby
for their own protégés.

a genuine interest in promoting the careers of
younger scientists and not, as hinted in the
Editorial, in grabbing their resources or steal-
ing their societal recognition. After all, we
are their natural mentors, and the importance
of good mentorship has been emphasized
repeatedly in this and other journals.

ELEFTHERIOS P. DIAMANDIS
Department of Pathology and Laboratory Medicine,
Mount Sinai Hospital, Toronto, ON M5T 3L9, Canada.
E-mail: ediamandis@mtsinai.on.ca
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Response

DIAMANDIS HAS RAISED A NUMBER OF IMPOR-
tant concerns about the role of young scien-
tists in the science-policy dialogue. However,
we strongly believe that his message—focus
on science—runs contrary to the interests of

01-10% The notion that young acade-  young scientists and the broader scientific
010-25% micians will play major roles in  community.
0 25-50%

O More than 50%

Vote online at www.sciencemag.org/
extra/polls/20100806-1.dtl

*T. Briick et al., Science 328, 17 (2010).

Polling results reflect the votes of those who chose to participate; they
do not represent a random sample of the population.
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national science policies is also
not convincing. These highly
promising young scientists would
benefit more at this stage of their
career from being shielded from
such activities and encouraged to
devote all of their time, energy,
creativity, and focus on mak-
ing important discoveries. There

In many countries, particularly less-
developed countries, the value of science and
scientists is underestimated. Young scientists
are particularly vulnerable. The societal rec-
ognition we alluded to in our Editorial does
not immediately concern the Nobel Prizes or
membership in National Academies referred
to by Diamandis, which are quite naturally
connected with seniority. Of greater concern
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are more mundane forms of recognition, such
as societal leaders understanding and empha-
sizing the importance of young scientists for
the well-being of the country, as well as aca-
demic freedom, independence, job security,
and decent pay for talented young research-
ers. The formation of Young Academies is
one important step to address and improve
these issues.

Judging by the success of the Young
Academies of Germany and the Nether-
lands (7), it appears that connecting the
brightest across fields (including not only
the natural sciences but the social sciences
and humanities as well) yields novel modes
of communication with society, authentic
advice on science policy, and innovation
in interdisciplinary fields. The last aspect
directly strengthens the core business of the
young scientist, which is and remains doing
excellent research. The Young Academies
movement represents a model of scientific
creativity and achievement quite different
from that advocated by Diamandis, which
more closely resembles top-down learning
and rituals of initiation.

We believe that all generations can con-
tribute to science policy and management,
and involving young scientists early in their
career will help improve science’s impact
on society. For example, in Canada, young
scientists have been major drivers behind a
number of important recent initiatives at the
science-policy interface, including the cre-
ation of a new prestigious postdoctoral fel-
lowship program and a national forum on
science policy (Canadian Science Policy
Centre; http://sciencepolicy.ca).

The selection process for membership in
the Global Young Academy involves rigor-
ous peer review by both senior and young sci-
entists. Although we share the author’s con-
cern that senior scientists may try to pack the
ranks with their protégés, we will allow self-
nominations to help alleviate this poten-
tial problem. The final decision on election
depends on broadly accepted standards of
excellence, and remains that of the Global
Young Academy, not the nominators.

Our success to date owes no small debt
to visionary support by senior scientists

The light
aquatic

like Diamandis. We appreciate his well-

documented interest in mentoring and

advancing the careers of young scientists, and

we hope he’ll join us in recognizing and invit-
ing to the table young academicians.
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The Silver Lining of
Language Loss

JUST AS ZOOLOGISTS AND BOTANISTS ARE
concerned about the extinction of biologi-
cal species, linguists are concerned about
the rapid loss of languages [“What’s lost
when languages are,” A. Pires, Books ez al.,
23 April, p. 431, review of (1)]. We should,
however, view the situation from the user’s
standpoint as well. In this modern and con-
nected world, we cannot fully realize our
potential unless we understand, speak, and
write the language of our school, media,
government, place of employment, and eco-
nomic centers of power. If our mother lan-
guage does not provide these connections
(and most languages do not), one alterna-
tive is bilingualism or multilingualism, but
many people are not able or willing to attain

fluency in more than one language. The
problem thus becomes a political one: Either
the speakers of such a language maintain the
autonomy and capability to promote endur-
ing bilingualism, as the Catalans did, or the
language takes the path toward extinction,
as is happening to Occitan, Yiddish, and the
native languages of North America.

‘We may, as outsiders, deplore such an evo-
lution, but language is a practical tool. We do
not advocate returning to the steam engine,
the slide rule, or the logarithmic table. The
drastic reduction of the number of languages
is natural, unavoidable, and—from the view-
point of communication and integration into
a world community—desirable.

KURT F. J. HEINRICH
Rockville, MD 20850, USA. E-mail: kfjh@verizon.net
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Losing languages. The number of Yiddish speakers
is dwindling.

Cuban Health Care:
Consider the Source

| AM WRITING TO PROTEST THE EGREGIOUS
misrepresentation of the Cuban health care
system presented by P. K. Drain and M. Barry
in their Policy Forum, “Fifty years of U.S.
embargo: Cuba’s health outcomes and les-
sons” (30 April, p. 572).

The most serious flaw in the Policy Forum
is its unquestioning faith in the legitimacy
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of Cuban government health data. By bas-
ing their conclusions solely on official gov-
ernment sources, the authors imply that the
health sector in Cuba can be analyzed apart
from the rest of the government apparatus.
As a result, the health sector is portrayed as
an oasis of humanitarianism and egalitari-
anism that is completely unaffected by the
surrounding problems of authoritarianism,
repression of information, and grave human
rights abuses that have characterized the Cas-
tro regime for most of its 50-year history.

A small but compelling array of recent
publications (/—5) in the social sciences, as
well as numerous informal reports (6—10)
by dissident journalists and physicians, have
successfully challenged these assumptions
by documenting the myriad ways Cuba’s sys-
temic problems have become embedded in
the organization and delivery of health care.
The results of these inquiries are decidedly
unflattering to the Cuban government and
reveal a health system rife with corruption,
authoritarianism, inequality, falsification of
data, and human rights abuses. Any scholarly
attempt to assess the true state of health con-
ditions in Cuba, or the health impact of the
U.S. trade embargo, should begin with a dis-
cussion of the way these systemic problems
distort empirical research.

KATHERINE HIRSCHFELD
Department of Anthropology, University of Oklahoma,
Norman, OK 73019, USA. E-mail: tkhirschfeld@ou.edu
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Letters (~300 words) discuss material published
in Science in the previous 3 months or issues of
general interest. They can be submitted through
the Web (www.submit2science.org) or by regular

mail (1200 New York Ave., NW, Washington, DC
20005, USA). Letters are not acknowledged upon
receipt, nor are authors generally consulted before
publication. Whether published in full or in part,
letters are subject to editing for clarity and space.

Cuban Health Care:

Benefits Without Costs

THE SUGGESTION BY P. K. DRAIN AND M. BARRY
(“Fifty years of U.S. embargo: Cuba’s health
outcomes and lessons,” Policy Forum, 30
April, p. 572) that Cuba can provide the United
States with the know-how to provide high-
quality care at low cost is suspect. Cuba’s sys-
tem is specific to a small, centrally controlled
country. This is not necessarily translatable
to a large, heterogeneous nation profoundly
focused on individual liberties, including the
personal freedom to eschew preventive care.
Many countries can provide medicine and
other medical technologies at lower cost than
the United States. Missing is the fact that these
low-cost generics are based on discoveries
mostly made in the United States and a hand-
ful of other developed nations. The United
States bears the substantial burden of direct
development costs as well as the general costs
for development of an educational system and
an infrastructure that has yielded an astound-
ing array of medical advances over the past
several decades. Others, such as Cuba, reap
the benefits while avoiding most of the costs.
Perhaps the authors would like to speculate on
what the quality of health care in Cuba would
be were it only based on discoveries and medi-
cal advances originating in Cuba.

LAWRENCE BODENSTEIN
Department of Surgery, Columbia University, New York, NY
10032, USA. E-mail: Ib2126@columbia.edu
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HIRSCHFELD EXPRESSES A SKEPTICISM RE-
garding the validity of Cuban health data.
Cuba has been publishing annual morbidity
and mortality data by age, gender, cause of
death, and geographical region since 1970
(I). These reports, generated from actual data
collected within each polyclinic and hospi-
tal, have been presented in a timely manner
and contain trends that are consistent with
expected national and regional variations
over time (2). Cuba also performs a high rate
of autopsy procedures (3), which helps to
complete their morbidity and mortality data.
As a result, the rate of deaths attributed to
ill-defined causes (0.7%) and estimation of
under-registered deaths (2.1%) are both very
low in comparison to other Latin American
countries (4). Every year, Cuba submits
data on 42 national health indicators as well
as causes of mortality to the Pan American
Health Organization (PAHO) (5). Given the
completeness and consistency of Cuba’s
health data over the past 40 years, regular
forgery of their annual reports would seem
extremely improbable. By politicizing the
dialogue, Hirschfeld does a disservice to all

countries, including Cuba, that collect data to
transform health care systems and save lives.

We agree with Bodenstein that the Amer-
ican medical system has yielded many
astounding medical advances and discover-
ies, which have not come cheaply, and glo-
balization has disseminated many of these
advances to resource-poor countries, includ-
ing Cuba. We have not advocated reducing
funding of U.S. medical research, but rather
providing better access to cost-efficient med-
ical care, as exemplified by the Cuban health
care system. For example, a large survey in
2003 found that American adults received
only 55% of recommended preventive care
or acute care services (6). In addition to pro-
viding better access to primary and preven-
tive medical care, the U.S. medical system
should also strive to streamline administra-
tive processes, all of which Cuba has been
doing well for many years. By shifting part
of our focus from disease treatment to dis-
ease prevention, low-cost solutions imple-
mented in Cuba could be applied to improve
the health of Americans and help defray
overall medical costs. Furthermore, elimi-
nating the trade embargo may foster greater
collaboration between American and Cuban
scientists and physicians, which may lead to
future medical advances and discoveries in
both countries.
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CORRECTIONS AND CLARIFICATIONS

News Focus: “Dams for Patagonia” by G. Vince (23 July,
p. 382). The caption on p. 384 misidentified the glacier
Perito Moreno as a source of water for the Baker River; the
glacier feeds into Lago Argentina. Also, Hudson volcano
was spelled incorrectly. In the sidebar, EL Nifia should be
La Nifa.

Letters: “Bracing for oil” by R. N. Silverstein (23 July, p.
388). Reference 1 was authored by A. H. Knap et al., not
by Y. Loya et al.

Reviews: “Sea-level rise and its impact on coastal zones”
by R. ]. Nicholls and A. Cazenave (18 June, p. 1517). In
Fig. 1, the range for Rahmstorf (2007) is attributed to the
A1FI scenario, but it represents the response to the full
range of SRES scenarios.
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