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A boost for Palestinian science

Researchers from around the world can help to support and collaborate with colleagues in

troubled regions.

He was also a chemist, and had earlier helped to create the world-

ranking research institute in Rehovot that now bears his name.
He famously declared that a state should be built on science — then
he tried to do just that. Today, Israel is a global player, investing more
than 4% of its gross domestic product in research and development,
one of the highest proportions in the world. Its scientists are winning
some of the most prestigious international grants, and are collaborat-
ing with partners around the world.

Yet since 2002, scientists in Israel have faced calls for an academic
boycott, a move that Nature opposed at the time and continues to disa-
gree with (see Nature 417, 1;2002). The controversy is a reminder that
Israels stellar science is often overshadowed by the troubled politics
of the region. Not least of these is Israel's occupation of the Palestinian
territories, which concerns researchers around the world and many
Israeli scientists, too.

If Israeli science is overshadowed by politics, then Palestinian
science has an even more diminished profile. A Nature reporting trip
to the region showed how hard conditions are. Frustration and anger
bubble below the surface — but the scientific spirit endures.

In the West Bank and East Jerusalem, the welcome seeds of sus-
tainable research are being planted. Wittingly or not, academics there
poignantly echo Weizmann'’s sentiment that any new state needs to be
based on science. The challenges they face are immense (see page 308).
The conditions of the occupation prevent people from moving freely
in and out of the territories, and block or delay imports of crucial
research consumables. Money for research, from any source, is at best
a pittance.

The situation in Gaza is even more critical. There, even the basics
of daily life, such as continuous access to drinking water, cannot be
taken for granted. And scientists have few resources for research and
even less contact with the outside world. Electricity is rationed to a few
hours per day. Yet science is pursued. Physicist Hala El-Khozondar at
the Islamic University of Gaza, barely 70 kilometres from Tel Aviv, has
started to use a recycled truck battery to charge her laptop so she can
achieve a full working day.

The Weizmann Institute of Science did not have it easy, either, in its
early days, when the newly founded and very poor state of Israel had
to build itself up from scratch and defend itself from hostile neigh-
bours. International support was fundamental in the country’s rise
to a scientific power.

International support can help Palestinians to at least establish a
scientific base. There is already a scattering of foreign funding pro-
grammes and external collaborations, and more would help. Scientists
can help by donating equipment. And some universities generously
grant online access to their own libraries for short periods. When that
happens, says El-Khozondar, she and her colleagues binge read. “The
environment affects everything, even your mood and certainly your
research,” she says. “We want to be up to date for when the situation

S cientist-statesman Chaim Weizmann was Israel’s first president.

changes; so we do our best to keep up”

Interaction with scientists abroad can reduce the isolation felt by
Palestinian colleagues, as well as open up more opportunities for fund-
ing and collaboration. Many Palestinian scientists don’t want to work
with Israelis, saying that it would normalize the occupation. Few, in
any case, dare. They say the mood in the territories is so bitter that if
they openly collaborate with an Israeli team, they risk their lab — or

worse, their home — being torched. This is
“International tragic.

support can help Science is not going to solve the Israeli-
Palestinians to Palestinian dispute, but it can be helpful in
at least establish  keeping international dialogue open. Time
a scientific and again, scientific diplomacy has proved
base.” a useful tool in broad efforts to resolve dis-

putes. The classic example is how CERN, the
international particle-physics lab near Geneva, Switzerland, signed
agreements with Soviet scientific institutes at the height of the cold
war in the 1960s. The Synchrotron-Light for Experimental Science
and Applications in the Middle East (SESAME) facility in Jordan,
which was inaugurated last year, was designed for a similar purpose
and includes both Israeli and Palestinian researchers. Through such
steps, science can help in building a state of mind, and maybe more. m

Mutual benefit

Researchers should do much more to involve
those who take part in clinical trials.

hen researchers at the drug giant Pfizer wanted to improve
Wtheir clinical trials, the people who had taken parthad a
clear suggestion: researchers should say thank you.

It is a simple request, but a revealing one. When a clinical trial is
completed, many participants walk away empty-handed. Most never
hear from the investigators or the trial’s sponsor again. Many do not
learn the results of the study in which they took part. It’s not good
enough — and it indicates a deeper problem.

As we discuss in a News Feature on page 312, clinical-trial participants
and the people who care for them are increasingly seen as partners in
research. They are more informed than ever about their conditions and
their medical options. And they are demanding — and receiving —
more of a say in how clinical trials are designed and conducted. Some of
this activity has been boosted by social media, which has allowed people
with medical conditions and their carers to band together, share their
experiences and advocate for change.

There has been some progress. In the late 1990s, Sharon Terry
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