
11 JULY 2014 • VOL 345 ISSUE 6193    127SCIENCE   sciencemag.org

P
H

O
T

O
: 

V
A

L
E

N
T

IN
 F

L
A

U
R

A
U

D
/

R
E

U
T

E
R

S
/

L
A

N
D

O
V

By Martin Enserink and Kai Kupferschmidt

H
enry Markram wanted to be a uniter, 

not a divider. When the European 

Commission announced last year that 

Markram’s controversial brainchild, 

the Human Brain Project (HBP), 

would be showered with up to €1 bil-

lion in research funding, the neuroscientist 

at the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology 

in Lausanne called on skeptical colleagues to 

join him in his ambitious plan to revolution-

ize understanding of the brain through infor-

mation technology. “At the moment, everyone 

is digging in his little corner,” Markram said 

last year. “We are asking the whole world of 

neuroscience to come together.”

The opposite happened. In an open 

letter to the commission published at 

neurofuture.eu on 7 July, more than 

300 neuroscientists, largely from Europe, 

lash out at the massive research effort, 

which they say is likely to fail because it’s 

too narrowly focused and poorly managed. 

The group asks the commission to tighten a 

planned review of the project and make cor-

rections, threatening to boycott HBP if that 

does not happen. “Let’s try to fix this, and if 

we cannot fix this, let’s do something else,” 

says Zachary Mainen of the Champalimaud 

Centre for the Unknown in Lisbon, one of 

the driving forces behind the letter. 

The list of signatories “reads like a Who’s 

Who of European neuroscience,” says 

Anthony Movshon, a neuroscientist at New 

York University in New York City. “It’s a cho-

rus of voices that cannot be ignored.”

HBP is one of two so-called Flagship proj-

ects that won out in the European Union’s 

Future and Emerging Technologies initiative, 

aimed at boosting innovation and economic 

development (Science, 1 February 2013, 

p. 497). (The other focuses on graphene.) 

The commission has pledged to provide 

up to €500 million for each project over 

10 years; member states are supposed to 

contribute an equal amount. HBP aims to 

bring together the vast amounts of data 

from neuroscience in computer models of 

how the human brain works. But some see 

the attempt as premature and fear it could 

sap funding for actual lab science. “The 

notion that we know enough about the brain 

to know what we should simulate is crazy, 

quite frankly,” says Peter Dayan, a computa-

tional neuroscientist at University College 

London who has signed the open letter.

The trigger for the open letter was the 

decision of HBP’s Governing Board, led 

by Markram, to cut one of 13 subprojects 

from a proposal it needed to file with the 

commission in June for the next batch of 

funding. Called Cognitive Architectures 

and led by French neuroscientist Stanislas 

Dehaene, it aimed to map the connections 

between various brain regions during tasks 

such as reading, talking, or face recogni-

tion—a long-standing goal in neuroscience. 

The open letter says nixing the subproject 

further narrowed the HBP’s scope and elim-

inated 18 labs from the project.

But Markram says the cognitive neuro-

scientists involved “just want to do the 

same thing they have been doing,” with HBP 

money, without embracing the broader con-

cept. HBP is “a methodological paradigm 

shift, and it’s a very exciting one, but not for 

everybody who does this sort of traditional 

individual research in the lab,” he says.

Katrin Amunts, a German researcher who 

leads another subproject, says the letter writ-

ers don’t understand that HBP is an informa-

tion technology project. “It’s not a matter of 

neuroscience money going somewhere else; 

it’s vice versa,” she says. “It’s a great chance 

for neuroscience.”

Without mentioning Markram directly, 

the letter also criticizes his management style 

as closed and inflexible. HBP “is not a democ-

racy, it’s Henry’s game, and you can either be 

convinced by his arguments or else you can 

leave,” Mainen says. Markram concedes “a 

project like this does need some pressure to 

synchronize all our efforts at the beginning 

and then transition to a broader governance. 

We acknowledge that we should have com-

municated better.”

The letter lists demands for the commis-

sion’s planned review of the program, such 

as a diverse, independent panel and full 

transparency about the procedures. If those 

conditions can’t be met, the authors say the 

commission should end its funding and sup-

port neuroscience in other ways, for instance 

through the European Research Council. 

They also threaten not to apply for the HBP-

related funding from E.U. member states and 

to urge colleagues to do the same.

In a statement sent to Science, a represen-

tative for the commission didn’t address the 

critics’ concerns but says the first annual re-

view is planned in January. It’s “too early to 

draw conclusions on the success or failure of 

the project,” the statement said. 

A similarly ambitious U.S. effort called 

BRAIN (Brain Research through Advancing 

Innovative Neurotechnologies) has sparked 

debate as well (Science, 1 March 2013, 

p. 1022), but it has “a much better approach,” 

Dayan says. For BRAIN, “they decided what 

we need to develop are the technologies” for 

research, rather than trying to focus on com-

puter simulations, Dayan says. In contrast, 

Mainen says, the European Union’s massive 

bet on a focused project was ill-timed. “You 

need to find a moment in scientific history 

when this works,” he says, “like sorting out 

the human genome.” ■

With reporting by Emily Underwood.

Henry Markram’s 

management style 

has come under fire.

EUROPE 

Conflict erupts over landmark 
E.U. neuroscience plan
Scientists threaten to boycott the Human Brain Project

Published by AAAS

 o
n 

Ju
ly

 1
1,

 2
01

4
w

w
w

.s
ci

en
ce

m
ag

.o
rg

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 

http://www.sciencemag.org/

