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SCIENCE VOL.285,13 AUGUST 1999, P.997
JAPAN
Panel Examines National Universities
TOKYO-—- Amove toshrink the size and scope of the government is spreading to the country’s
national universities. This week a blue-ribbon panel assembled by Japan’s education ministry
began debating ways to loosen the government’s grip on the 98 national universities. But the
promise of greater independence is mixed with fears that the government's desire to cut costs
may be stronger than its commitment to high-quality university education and research.
The idea for “denationalizing” the universities grew out of a December 1997 report to the
government on streamlining the entire federal bureaucracy. The Ministry of Education, Science,
Sports, and Culture (Monbusho) initially paid little attention to the proposal, out in June the
government indicated it was serious about pursuing reform when it pushed through a law to
turn 54 national research institutes affiliated with ministries other than Monbusho into so-called
“independent administrative institutions.” To study what a similar move might mean for
universities and university-affiliated institutes, Monbusho assembled an advisory panel, which
includes Leo Esaki, a Nobel laureate in physics who is currently president of the University of
Tsukuba, and Hiroyuki Yoshikawa, an engineer and former president of the University of Tokyo.
The panel held its first meeting on 10 August.
The plan to transform the national research institutes is modeled after the Institute of Physical
and Chemical Research (RIKEN) outside Tokyo, which has had similar quasi-independent status
for over 40 years. RIKEN has great leeway in managing its day-to-day affairs and uses an
international review board to assess its accomplishments. The new institutes law, which goes
into effect in spring 2001, envisions similar deals for the 54 national institutes.
But no such model exists for universities. Yoshikawa says that most academic administrators
initially feared that any new status would be followed by budget cuts. “But now there is a
recognition that there could be some good aspects [to the plan],” he adds. Greater independence,
for example, could free the universities from government-wide restrictions on staffing that make
nearly impossible to hire lab technicians. It would also give administrators more discretion over
how they spend appropriated funds.
But Ikuo Amano, a professor emeritus of education at the University of Tokyo and a member of
the University Council, a Monbusho advisory body, worried about the movement's motives:
“This discussion started not from the standpoint of how to improve the universities but from
the standpoint of how to reduce government expenditure and slim government payrolls.” Claims
of benefits to university operations, he notes, are “not based on any evidence.”

—-DENNIS NORMILE
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