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ARGENTINA
Strengthen 
networks 
Eduardo Arzt is director of the 
BioMedicine CONICET-Partner 
Institute of the Max Planck Society, 
Argentina 

Regional and cross-continental networks 
strengthen science in South America. They 
encourage young scientists to return home, 
motivate governments to invest in their own 
science, and fill gaps in core technologies 
such as advanced microscopy and proteo-
mics, which require sophisticated instru-
ments. A number of initiatives in recent 
years illustrate several creative approaches. 

One model relies on partnerships with 
other prestigious institutes. For example, 
Uruguay’s Pasteur Institute in Montevideo 
was founded in 2004 through an agreement 
with its counterpart in Paris, and the Bio-
medicine Research Institute of Buenos Aires, 
inaugurated in 2011, is a partner institute 
of the German Max Planck Society. Both 
institutes have recruited dozens of young 
researchers and built dedicated laborato-
ries. They have also appointed international 
boards of scholars to offer advice and evalu-
ate the quality of the science. This positive 
feedback loop should motivate similar evalu-
ation schemes across other institutions. 

Other programmes also foster collabora-
tions between scientists in South America 
and scientists in North America and Europe. 
In April, Argentina became an associate 
member state of the European Molecular 
Biology Laboratory (EMBL). Symposia 
have already been organized, and Argentin-
ian scientists now have access to the EMBL’s 
state-of-the-art resources. 

The Millennium Science Initiative (active 
in Chile and Brazil), the US National Insti-
tutes of Health’s Fogarty International 
Center, the Howard Hughes Medical Insti-
tute, the Pew Charitable Trusts (see 
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BRAZIL 
Boost pro-forest 
economics
Carlos Nobre is national secretary for 
research and development policies at 
the Ministry of Science, Technology 
and Innovation of Brazil

The deforestation of the Amazon must stop: 
when forests are cleared for agriculture, 
cattle ranching and logging, the damage 
is felt environmentally, economically and 
socially. But simply curbing deforestation is 
not enough: sustainable-development strate-
gies must also improve well-being for local 
communities. 

Unfortunately, the global economy places 
a higher premium on meat and soya beans 
than on forests. Creating a new economic 
model for the Amazon forest will there-
fore take two transformations; both require 
science. 

One strategy is to add value to locally har-
vested products. A good example of such a 
bio industry is the açaí fruit of the palm tree 
Euterpe oleracea that grows in the Amazon. 
Until around 20 years ago, the dark berries 
were a food staple consumed only by the 
local population. Today, açaí fruit is used in 
produce including food, nutritional supple-
ments, cosmetics, dyes and industrial oils 
around the world. Annual pulp production 
exceeds 200,000 tonnes and contributes 
more than US$2 billion to Brazil’s economy, 
second only to beef and tropical timber. 

Local açaí producers can make more 
than $1,000 per hectare in annual profit, 
5–10 times more than from soya and at least 
15 times more than from cattle. Embrapa — 
the Brazilian Agricultural Research Corpo-
ration — has used açaí to produce a dye for 
bacterial plaque that is now ready for com-
mercial use in toothpaste and mouthwash. 

More research is needed to identify uses 
for new and known natural products, and 
to scale up production. In a decade or two, 
it should be feasible to increase the exploi-
tation of dozens of forest products.

A second strategy is to make better use of 
the large areas of already cleared forest — 
estimated at more than 750,000 square 
kilometres in the Brazilian Amazon 
alone — to reduce the need to clear even 
more. A nationwide Low Carbon Agricul-
ture Program aims to more than double cat-
tle occupancy per hectare within a decade. 
Field research conducted by Embrapa and 
the Brazilian cosmetics company Natura 
showed that oil-palm plantations on small-
holdings could be integrated with other 
crops, such as nitrogen fixers, to obtain 
yields comparable to those of large-scale 
plantations.

Both these transformations require 
educating the rural and urban populations 

to change their 
ways. Technical 
programmes to 
increase agricul-
tural productivity 
must reach hun-
dreds of thousands 
of farmers. Isolated 
traditional popula-

tions will need help to reap value from col-
lecting and selling products of biodiversity. 
Doing so will rely on modern communica-
tion — a new government-owned telecom-
munications satellite is set to start operations 
in 2016 to bring high-speed Internet to 
communities in the Amazon. 

PERU 
Build research 
capacity fast
Gisella Orjeda is president of 
the National Council for Science, 
Technology and Technological 
Innovation, Peru

It is an exciting time for science in Peru. After 
years of neglect, the budget of the National 
Council for Science, Technology and Tech-
nological Innovation (CONCYTEC) has 
grown 20-fold in just 18 months to almost 
US$110 million, and it will continue to grow 
at the same rate. For the first time, Peru has 
a president who is prioritizing science and 
innovation. Journalists are trying to grasp 
and explain new concepts. 

Now Peru needs highly qualified scientists 
and scientific managers. We must learn how 
best to organize calls for proposals, allocate 
funds, build programmes and reach compa-
nies. Then we must work out how to build 
prosperity with our new-found knowledge.

CONCYTEC establishes and promotes 
national policies for science, technology 
and innovation, and funds research. We 
work with local governments, the private 
sector, scientific institutes, universities and 
colleges. This is a big task for an organization 
of 148 people that until 2012 had an annual 
budget of just $6.3 million and almost no 
information about the set of institutions that 
produce, transfer and use knowledge.

We are building these capacities: defin-
ing evidence-based policies and priorities, 
adhering to conflict-of-interest guidelines, 

and establishing a merit-based review of 
proposals and incentives for innovation. 
We are eliminating rigid rules for immigra-
tion, buying scientific equipment and hiring 
qualified personnel.

I returned to Peru eight years ago, after 
spending ten years in France, because I 
wanted to make a difference in my coun-
try. After publishing the potato genome 
in Nature in 2011, I never imagined that I 
would have to leave science to lead science, 
but I have no regrets. It is thrilling to be at 
the helm of CONCYTEC as we face the 
formidable challenge of constructing a 
knowledge-based economy. 

“In a decade or 
two, it should 
be feasible to 
increase the 
exploitation of 
dozens of forest 
products.”

page 213) and the Partner Groups of the 
Max Planck Society all sponsor individual 
scientists to help to create a critical mass in 
fields such as molecular biology, neurosci-
ence and nanotechnology. 

Regional entities have recognized the ben-
efits of such programmes. The multinational 
South American trade group MERCOSUR, 

through its fund FOCEM, pro-
vided US$7 million to build a 
biomedical research network 

spanning six institutions in 
Argentina, Uruguay, Brazil 
and Paraguay. The network 
will foster research, training 

and technology transfer in 
molecular medicine. National 
governments will chip in a 
further $3 million. 

These networks are building 
momentum in the region’s sci-
ence. As they begin to bear fruit, 
the time is right to build on them 
and not become complacent. 
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