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childhood immunization campaigns — all of which con-
stitute a significant share of voluntary contributions. It’s
crucial that this does not happen.

More funding and a rebalancing of the WHO budget is
ultimately notjust about money. Asimportantas the cash
is, what matters moreis the signalincreased funding would
send that nations value the WHO’s core missions — to be led
byscientificevidenceandtoensurethat peopleeverywhere
have the opportunity to live a healthy life.

UK ‘DARPA’ should
let the sunshinein

There’s too much secrecy behind ARIA, the
United Kingdom’s ambitious planned agency
for high-risk, high-reward research funding.

antherebeanyjustificationforascience-funding

agency that makesits decisionsinsecret —espe-

cially if that agency is funded by the taxpayer?

The UK government seems to think so. It will

shortly launch a new ‘high-risk, high-reward’
funding agency, known as ARIA (Advanced Research and
InventionAgency).ARIA, the UK equivalent of the US Defense
Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA), will distribute
£800 million (US$1billion) to researchersinitsfirst4 years —
considerably more than the £110 millionayearavailabletoall
of the nation’s arts and humanities researchers. But few out-
side the country’s government, Parliament and audit watch-
dog will be able to scrutinize its decisions. That’s because
ARIA will be exempt from freedom of information (Fol)
laws, legislation that allows the public to access information
collected and held by the government.

Funds for high-risk science are agood thing, but keeping
decisions onthat science under wrapsisn’'t —and research-
ers and some lawmakers are rightly concerned. They’ve
been campaigning for ARIA to be subject to the usual rules
of public access to official data. But the government is
refusing. Earlier this month, the upper house of the UK
Parliament failed to get this aspect of the draft law changed.

A government spokesperson told Nature that informa-
tion on “delivery partners” (grantees) will be published,
butit will be up to ARIA’s leadership to decide what and
how much. The government has just announced who will
helm the initiative. Peter Highnam, deputy director of
the DARPA, will join as ARIA’s chief executive in May. He
should, atthe very least, ensure that ARIA’s grants data are
integrated into the United Kingdom’s grants data portal,
called Gateway to Research.

ARIA was created to combat a perception that funding
agenciesarestuckina‘bogof bureaucracy’. The thinkingis
thatmanyroundsofapplicationsand peer review quashcre-
ativity: researchersthink reviewers will reject applications
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ARIA will give
tremendous
power to
those who
sitinsideits
black box.”

thatare outside the consensus of existing scientific or tech-
nological opinion and are therefore reluctant to take risks.
By contrast, ARIA’s architects say the agency will not “shy
away from failure”.

But ministers have failed to explain precisely why ARIA
needs to be exempt from Fol laws. The government has said
that removing the requirement to deal with Fol requests
will “reduce administrative burden from ARIA’s staff” so
they can “find and fund the most cutting edge research”.
But this is a nonsensical argument. UK research-funding
agencies of ARIA’s size receive, on average, just 50 Fol
requests per year — and it doesn’t prevent them funding
world-class science. It'salso nonsense to suggest that trans-
parency isincompatible with excellence and creativity.

A defence- and security-policy paper that the govern-
ment published last March, called Global Britain in a Com-
petitive Age, provides another explanation for the desire to
keep ARIA behind closed doors. Science and technology
are referred to throughout the document. The govern-
ment sees bothas key to countering external threats, from
countries that the United Kingdom regards as hostile, for
example, orinvolvedinterrorismororganized crime. ARIA
is mentioned as one component among wider reforms
to the funding and governance of science. These reforms
include comparatively larger funding increases going to
science that will be spent directly by government depart-
ments, and new high-level committees in which govern-
ment officials will be more involved in advising scientists
onresearch priorities.

Thisis ashift fromthe approach of previous (Conserva-
tive and Labour) governments, which saw science as much
as atool of diplomacy to address global challenges as an
instrument to boost competitiveness. For example, the
Global Challenges Research Fund was set up to enhance
international collaborations and to meet the United
Nations Sustainable Development Goals. There’s a percep-
tionamong researchers that this ethos has been replaced
with one that aims to protect the nation from threats and
to project the United Kingdom'’s hard power, says James
Wilsdon, who researches science and government at the
University of Sheffield, UK.

Butasecurity-focused approach for UK science does not
justify exemptions from Fol laws. DARPA is subject to Fol
laws. Between 2011and 2019, it handled around 50 requests
eachyear. If ARIA is freed from scrutiny, it will join a very
small and exclusive club of publicly funded institutions,
alongside the British royal family and the country’s various
security and intelligence agencies. That makes no sense.

At an event in London last week, UK chief scientific
adviser Patrick Vallance rightly said more science needs
to be open —including the science used in defence and
security. Anagency that recognizes the value of failure to
eventual success needs to be open, so thatresearchers can
build and learn from what works and what doesn’t.

ARIA will give tremendous power to those whossitinside
its black box, making decisions about whom and what to
fund.If ARIA succeedsin creating technologies that shape
society, it must not do so behind closed doors. Those who
pay foritshould have the ability to scrutinize its decisions.
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