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The US Department of Justice ended its controversial China Initiative this year.

NUMBER OF DUAL
US-CHINA ACADEMIC
AFFILIATIONS FALLS

The decline might be another sign of politics
affecting cross-country scientific collaborations.

By Richard Van Noorden

he number of scholars who declare
affiliations in both China and the
United States on research papers has
dropped by more than 20% over the
past 3 years, ananalysis conducted for
Naturehasfound. That slump seems tobe part
of apattern of waning US-China collaboration
that is starting to show up in research data-
bases. The number of papers that were collab-
orations between authorsin the United States
and China — the world’s two largest research
producers —also fell for the first time last year.
These signs of falling collaboration are at

leastin partaresult ofthe COVID-19 pandemic,
scholars say, but also of political tensions.
Theseinclude the effects of the United States’
controversial China Initiative, a policy sup-
posed to prevent espionage that targeted
many US academics for not disclosing some of
their work or funding in China. “We’re starting
tosee the damaging consequence that results
fromacombination of restricted mobility and
heightened politicization,” says Joy Zhang, a
sociologist at the University of Kent in Can-
terbury, UK. “Having dual affiliation was once
seenasabadge of honour, butis now tinted by
the concern of scientific espionage,” she says.

The US government seems to be dropping
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its decades-long support for scientific col-
laboration with Chinajust as some of China’s
researchisataworld-classlevel, says Deborah
Seligsohn, a political scientist at Villanova Uni-
versity in Pennsylvania. “If the United States
stops collaborating with China, we're cutting
off our access to a huge part of what’s going
onin the scientific world,” she says.

US-China collaboration

The analysis of dual affiliations was conducted
for Natureby Jeroen Baas, director of analytics
at the Amsterdam-based publisher Elsevier.
Baaslooked atthe authors of millions of papers
inElsevier’s Scopus database, and found that
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DUAL AFFILIATIONS

The number of researchers reporting affiliations in both the United States and China has fallen sharply.

= JS-China = US-UK ~ China-Australia

US-Netherlands

Researchers reporting dual affiliations

—

I " T
2000 2005

T T T
2010 2015 2020

the number of authors who reported a dual
US-China affiliation on at least one publica-
tionin ayear had risen to more than 15,000
by 2018, but had dropped to below 12,500 by
2021 (see ‘Dual affiliations’). This fall was more
sustained thanfor other pairs of nations, Baas
found, andit occurred evenas the global num-
ber of authors disclosing multiple affiliations
continued torise.

The pattern might help to explain how
publications with co-authors from Chinaand
the United States also fell in 2021, the Scopus
figures show, even as total US and Chinese
outputs are both increasing. Baas’s analysis
suggests that there has been a much sharper
fallamong the subset of these publications
that have dual-affiliated authors.

In February, Caroline Wagner at the Ohio
State University in Columbus and Xiaojing
Cai at Yangzhou University in China used
data from the Web of Science to show that
US-China co-authored papers were falling as
ashare of world publications, whereas papers
with co-authors from Chinaand the European
Union were not. They also published a table
suggesting that the number of papers with
dual-affiliated US-China authors has had a
sharper fall (C. S. Wagner and X. Cai Preprint
at https://arxiv.org/abs/2202.00453; 2022).

Pandemic and politics

Zhang and five other specialists contacted
by Nature said that greater politicization of
US-Chinese science, as well as the pandemic,
was playing a part. As early as 2015-16, Zhang
says, itbecame harder for foreignacademics to
get visas approved to visit China, and for Chi-
nese researchersto travel overseas. And from
2018, the US government’s China Initiative
started to investigate hundreds of US-based
scientists over their collaborations in China.
Researcherssay that together with more oner-
ous US visarestrictions and tightened export
controls, this programme has dampened
bilateral US-Chinaresearch partnerships and
dissuaded scientistsin Chinafrom visiting the
United States. Theinitiative was effectively ter-
minated this year, but Chinaisincludedina
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broader US Department of Justice ‘strategy for
countering nation-state threats’.

In 2021, a survey of nearly 2,000 scientists
in the United States found that about half of
respondents of Chinese descent experienced
fear or anxiety that they were being surveilled
by the US government, and were more likely
than non-Chinese scientists to say they had
stopped collaborations with researchers
in China over the past 3 years. “My overall
concern on the US side is the extent to which
collaboration with Chinaisbeing criminalized,
even post-China Initiative,” says Jenny Lee, a
social scientist at the University of Arizonain

Tucson, who was one of the co-authors of the
survey.

She andJohnHaupt, also at the University of
Arizona, have beeninterviewing US-based and
China-based scientists to study how they col-
laborated on COVID-19 research. Their work,
not yet published, shows that pandemic-re-
lated travel and visa restrictions prevented
many Chinese scientists from visiting the
United States — and the researchers also
reported political restrictions.

Academic courtesy

Dual affiliations needn’t always signify dual
employment or funding, says Li Tang, a
science- and innovation-policy researcher
at Fudan University in Shanghai, China. They
might be reported as a courtesy by an aca-
demic to aninstitution they visited that gave
them research assistance, or at the visited
institution’s request, she notes.

Datagleaned fromresearch papersarealso
alaggingindicator of actual activity, because
publications might not appear until years after
astudy was done. And the specific reasons for
the dual-affiliation decline might vary between
disciplines, notes Zhang. Still, she saysit’s rea-
sonableto suspect that deteriorating political
relations have led toresearchers and universi-
tiesinboth countries hesitating toinitiate and
strengthen collaborations.

HOW SATELLITE SWARMS
POSE ARISING THREAT

TOASTRONOMY

SpaceX and other companies are still struggling
to make their satellites darker in the night sky.

By Alexandra Witze

t's been three years since SpaceX, an
aerospace company in Hawthorne,
California, launched its first batch
of Starlink Internet-communication
satellites, sparking concern among
astronomers about the streaks the satellites
leave in photographs of the night sky. Since
then, many other Starlinks have launched:
morethan 2,300 of them now orbit Earth, com-
prising nearly half of all operational satellites.
Scientists have made some progress in
coping with the onslaught. For instance, the
International Astronomical Union (IAU) plans
to soon debut a website including tools to help
telescope operators predictsatellite locations so
thatthey can point theirinstruments elsewhere.
But accumulating evidence reveals just
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how much these satellite ‘megaconstella-
tions’ will interfere with astronomical obser-
vatories and other skywatchers around the
globe. And satellite companies have not yet
found asolution.SpaceX had beentryingto
address the problem by putting sun-blocking
shades onits Starlinks to dim their appear-
ance in the night sky. But Nature has learnt
that the company has stopped doing so.

Tens of thousands of new satellites could
be launched in the next few years. “This is
an unsustainable trajectory,” says Meredith
Rawls, an astronomer at the University of
Washington in Seattle. “At the moment, our
scienceis fine. But at what point will we miss
adiscovery?”

Since the first Starlinks launched, astrono-
mers have gone from panicking about the sat-
ellites photobombing scientific observations
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