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is now transgenic cropland. Earlier this
month, Bolivian President Evo Morales, an
environmental crusader, opened his country’s doors to GM planting.
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Peru Set to Forbid GM Crops
On 9 June, Peru’s Congress passed a 10-year
moratorium on the cultivation of genetically modiﬁed (GM) crops, seeking more
study. The legislation, which won’t stop
GM research or its use in pharmaceuticals,
is expected to be approved by President
Alan García, making Peru the second South
American nation to prohibit GM crops after
Ecuador, which did so in 2008. Groups
representing Peru’s indigenous people
campaigned for the law, arguing that GM
plants could damage native agriculture and
threaten the country’s diverse ﬂora, including its more than 2000 potato species. Coming less than 2 months after an executive
decree allowing GM crop cultivation and
trade, the landslide congressional and presidential support for the moratorium depended
on a signiﬁcant concession: GM products
will continue to be imported.
By halting GM agriculture, Peru is
going against the regional tide. For 2 years,
Brazil has had the world’s fastest increasing amount of acreage under biotech cultivation, and 30% of Argentina’s pampas

The sacking of a Belgian researcher involved
in the partial destruction of a test ﬁeld for
genetically modiﬁed (GM) potatoes has triggered a ﬁerce debate about academic freedom in Belgium.
Barbara Van Dyck, a bioengineer who
studies local development and social change
at Catholic University of Leuven, says she
did not uproot any plants herself during
the 29 May operation by a group called the
Field Liberation Movement near the Flemish
town of Wetteren. But she was present and
defended the raid in interviews, referring to
the movement as “we.”
Van Dyck, who was ﬁred 4 days later, says
the university never gave her a proper chance
to explain the protest, which she says was a
form of civil disobedience. Stijn Oosterlynck,
a faculty colleague, calls the university’s
response “disproportionate” pending a judicial inquiry against the group. But university
Rector Mark Waer said in an e-mail to staff
members that Van Dyck violated one of the
institute’s core principles. “The university
expects its employees to respect each other’s
research and to not destroy it,” Waer wrote.

On the Shoulders of Giants
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In a move to boost plant science, the
Howard Hughes Medical Institute (HHMI)
has added 15 plant biologists to its portfolio of elite researchers. HHMI and the
Gordon and Betty Moore Foundation,
which typically supports environmental
conservation and microbial research, will
spend $75 million over the next 5 years to
encourage high-risk research and creative
approaches to plant science.
Although the competition was open
to all plant scientists, 14 of the awardees
study the model plant Arabidopsis, eight
almost exclusively, with one researcher
working on wheat. Arabidopsis thaliana was the ﬁrst plant to have its genome
sequenced and the National Science Foundation has just ended a special program for
characterizing its genome function. Thus,
“this [HHMI program] is really a boost
for Arabidopsis research,” says awardee
Xinnian Dong, a plant biologist at Duke
University in Durham, North Carolina.
Typically, new HHMI researchers are
appointed within up to 10 years of starting
their own lab, but this pool includes some
of the pioneers in the Arabidopsis ﬁeld,
such as the California Institute of Technology’s Elliot Meyerowitz and Duke’s
Philip Benfey.

Talk about international collaboration. When Polish
astronomer Johannes Hevelius began working on his 1687
map of the stars, he wrote to German theologian Henry
Oldenburg, secretary of the Royal Society in England. The
request: to locate the 15th century star map of astronomer Ulugh Beg of Samarkand and translate it from Persian. The Royal Society fulﬁlled his request, and the map
guided Hevelius’s new observations. This frontispiece to
Hevelius’s map pays homage to Beg; as Hevelius presents
the book to Urania, muse of astronomy, the top 10 astronomers of all time look on. Beg is third from left.
“He crossed many centuries with that image, putting
many people shoulder to shoulder,” says astrophysicist
Rim Turkmani, curator of Arabick Roots, which opened
9 June at the Royal Society in London. “It’s a nice gesture
from him to say thank you.” The exhibition’s letters, manuscripts, diagrams, and instruments chronicling the ﬂow
of scientiﬁc knowledge from the Arab world to Europe in
the 17th century will be on view until November.
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