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With many laboratories now closed because of COVID-19, few researchers are lucky enough to be still sharing the same physical work space.

-

WE'LL MEET AGAIN: SCIENTISTS
POST-PANDEMIC WISH LIST

Trappedinaholding pattern, and nostalgic for lab lunches and field trips,
researchers share their hopes for alockdown-free future. By Chris Woolston

ven in the remote central Brazilian
region of Chapada dos Veadeiros, a
mountainous land of towering water-
falls and occasional jaguar sightings,
science is heavily dependent on peo-
pleinteracting.In ‘normal’ times, Raisa Vieira,
an ecologist at the International Institute for
Sustainability in Rio de Janeiro, would regu-
larly visit the residents, known as Kalungas, to
help encourage farming practices that could
feed communities withoutimperillingjaguars,
tapirs, maned wolves or other wildlife.

But in a nation ravaged by the COVID-19
pandemicandseized by lockdowns and travel
restrictions, times are far from normal. Vieira’s
laboratory and office space are closed, and
she hasn’t visited Chapada dos Veadeiros
for more than a year. As much as she misses

her lab-mates and her office space, she most
deeply longs to mingle with the Kalungas.
Descendants of once-enslaved people who
escaped to the wilderness generations ago,
they built their own culture and their own
approachtofarmingandsurvival. “When you
getto know those people and how they see the
world, you realize that our own vision is lim-
ited,” she says. “It’s important for ecologists
to see different views.”

The pandemic has changed some of the
ways in which science is done. But as vac-
cines are slowly distributed to many parts of
the world, researchers everywhere are gear-
ing up to eventually return to life as normal,
or something like it. Nature asked six scien-
tists from South America, Africa, the United
States and Europe what they miss most about
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pre-pandemic science and what they’re most
looking forward to when — and if — the scien-
tific enterprise finally and fully restarts.

The humanside
The pandemic has struck at the heart of scien-
tificlife. Researchers are eager torestartstalled
experiments and return to neglected field sites,
but, aboveall, they’relooking forward toreturn-
ing to the human side of science. “I really miss
the daily visits with lab members and collabo-
rators,” says Fernando Maestre, an ecologist at
the University of Alicante in Spain. “Personal
interactions are a crucial part of the job.”
Maestre, who studies soil quality and bio-
diversity, hasalso had to cutback onfieldwork.
He can visit sites in hisimmediate region, but,
sincelateJanuary 2021, travel to other parts of
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Spainhasonce againbeen prohibited. Withthe
help of collaborators who were already in those
parts, Maestre says that hisresearch has more
orless stayed on track, despite the pandemic.
InJanuary, Maestre and his colleagues pub-
lished a paper detailing the importance of crop
cover for protecting the soil (G. Garland et al.
Nature Food2,28-37;2021).

The pandemic might not have greatly
affected Maestre’s productivity, but it still
took a toll. During the 2020 lockdown, a time
of great isolation and uncertainty, he strug-
gled with bouts of anxiety. He still does most
of his work from home, but visits his lab and
office once or twice a week to check in with
team members at a safe distance. Those brief
visits help him to stay connected, but they
pale in comparison with the interactions that
he had treasured. “l used to have lunch every
daywithmylabmembers,” he says. He wants to
stay optimistic, but he doesn’texpectto havea
pre-pandemic-style lab lunch until 2022. “We
won'’t recover some normalcy until we get vac-
cinated,” Maestre says. “l hope things will be
better nextyear.”

Like Maestre, Elena Tobolkina, an analyt-
ical chemist at the University of Geneva in
Switzerland, islooking forward to casual face-
to-face conversationsin the lab. She works at
the university acouple of timesaweek, but the
lab is eerily quiet because many colleagues
areeither working from home or keeping odd
hours to stay socially distant. “I barely ever
see the PhD students or master’s students,”
she says. “And if  happen to pass themin the
corridor, we can’t stop and talk like we used to.”

As a single parent with two children,
Tobolkina says that she needs time outside
the house to truly focus on her work. But the
pandemic has greatly complicated that option.
Childminders in Switzerland are very expen-
sive, she says, and minders from other nations,
who might charge more reasonable fees, can-
not easily enter the country. Her mother was
able to visit briefly from her home country of
Russia, but it was only atemporary fix. “Ineed
tofind asolution,” shesays. “We don’t have any
choice buttoadapt.”

The pandemichastakenalarge tollinSouth
Africa, particularly withanew SARS-CoV-2 var-
iant now dominant. But Regina Maphanga, a
physicist at the Council for Scientificand Indus-
trial Research (CSIR) in Pretoria, hasbeen able
to keep her research up to speed without leav-
inghome.Since the firstlockdown, last March,
she has visited her office just once, fora photo
shoot. “I'm doing computational modelling,
so my ability to do my research didn’t change
much,”she says. Colleagues who run lab-based
experiments had to basically shut down their
research for several months, she says. Her
employers at the CSIR helped to ensure that
she had the software and computing power
to continue her work and connect with other
researchers for meetings and group projects.
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Even though she has remained productive,
Maphanga misses the routine and camarade-
rie of office life. “There are a lot of challenges
working at home,” she says. “If you go to the
office, you can smile when you get there. At
home, I have a lot of time to cry.” She would
like to get back to normal soon, but she worries
that widespread scepticism about vaccinesin
her country could slow the process. “There are
people who believe that the vaccine is meant
to destroy the nation,” she says.

Whenshe does eventually returnto the CSIR,
the facility won’t be as full as it once was: two
of Maphanga’s CSIR colleagues have died of
COVID-19. Although she didn’t work withthem
directly, thelossis palpable.

Hector Aguilar-Carreno, avirusresearcher at
Cornell UniversityinIthaca, New York, worked
entirely fromhome during the first few months
of the pandemic, but he’s starting to spend
more time back on campus. Partly thanks to

“Ifyougo to the office,

you cansmile whenyouget
there.Athome, 1 havealot
oftimetocry.”

arigorous COVID-19 testing programme that
has kept infection rates low at the university,
many labs are open, albeit at alimited capacity.
Aguilar-Carreno says his own lab is only half
full at any given moment. When someone on
campus tests positive for COVID-19, anyone
whohasbeenin close contact with that person
for more than ten minutes has to quarantine.
To avoid having to do that, Aguilar-Carreno
spends no more than ten minutes in all in-
person conversations. “I spend as little time
inthelab as possible,” he says.

Aguilar-Carrenosays he’llknow that science
has taken a huge step towards normality when
he can walk into an actual classroom and see
actual faces. For now, Cornell is operating
on a hybrid model. Smaller classes are being
heldinperson, butlarge classes remainonline.
Aguilar-Carreno generally teaches about
100 students at a time, and his classes have
been completely online since April 2020. “I
can see only about four faces on my screen at
atime,” hesays. “l have noidea how the rest of
them are doing. They could be asleep.” As an
instructor who thrives on feedback, he says
that he’llembrace in-person teaching as soon
asit’sanoption. “I'mhoping we’llbe backinthe
classrooms by this September.”

Although he has managed to stay pro-
ductive, the pandemic has complicated
Aguilar-Carreno’s work in unexpected ways.
Because of global disruption in manufactur-
ing and delivery, he’s had to scrounge for lab
supplies. “Yesterday, my lab manager told me
we’re almost completely out of pipette tips,”
he says. “I have no clue how we can get them.
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I contacted ten companies. Nobody has any.
Gloves, he says, arealsoin critically short sup-
ply.He’slooking forward to atime when he can
get back to science without worrying about
those details that he used to take for granted.

‘Longer thoughts’ in real meetings

When scientists look back on the pandemic
period, one of the most enduring memories
willbe of logging onto Zoom or another digital
platform to attend a conference. Virtual con-
ferences have their upsides, including easier
accessforthoseindevelopingnations, butjohn
Tregoning, an infectious-disease researcher
atImperial College London, hopes to person-
ally attend the British Society for Immunology
conference that is scheduled for late Novem-
ber this year. For him, walking into an actual
conference room with other attendees would
be an unmissable sign that science is moving
back tonormal. “There’s a family feel toit,” he
says. “Ireally miss breaking bread with people.
Meetingintelligent people who areinterested
inthe same thing as you is areal pleasure. It’s
part of what makes the job worth doing.”

Tregoning will continue attending virtual
conferences when necessary, but he admits
that his mind has a tendency to wander as
he stares at a presentation on a screen. For
him, physically travelling to another city and
sitting in a room makes it easier to become
fullyimmersed in the experience. “I'm more
engaged if I'm sitting in a hall,” he says. “I can
have longer thoughts.”

Vieira says that personal interactions —
whether they’re in a conference room, a lab
in Rio de Janeiro or aKalunga village — make
science worthwhile.She misseslonglab lunches
and chatsover coffee, the kinds of conversation
that can spark ideas. “Science can be so strict
and formal, but you need creativity too,” she
says. “You need casual moments to chat.”

But Vieira worries that many of her col-
leagues won’t be around to continue those
conversations. Her country has been eco-
nomically ravaged by the pandemic, and she
says that the Brazilian government has been
unable or unwilling to support higher educa-
tion. “Many labs are no longer being funded,”
shesays. “Scholarships are being cutand many
students havegivenup ontheideaofhavinga
degree. Many researchers are moving abroad.
I'm afraid it’s going to be kind of a ghost town
around here.”

And when she can return to her field sites
atthe Chapada dos Veadeiros, Vieirahopesto
find that the Kalunga people have weathered
the pandemic and continued their way of life.
For farmers and scientists alike, there’s no
guarantee thatlife will ever completely return
tonormal. “I'mahopeful person, butlseeasad
future,” she says.

Chris Woolston is a freelance writer in
Billings, Montana.





