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Several SISSA scientists criticize the HBP
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Also some SISSA neuroscientists among those who disavow the project

July 16, 2014
A billion-euro project with an ambitious goal: to reproduce the workings of the entire human brain. But something’s not quite right and the community of European neuroscientists has sent an official letter of protest to the European Commission, demanding stricter criteria for evaluation of the project and threatening to boycott it massively if their demands are not met.

Cognitive neurosciences officially became the “Cindarellas” of the Human Brain Project on 10 June 2014, when they were excluded from the “core projects” of the next phase. The symptoms of this exclusion became apparent some time ago, to the point that many specialized research labs refused to join the project from the start and others dropped out within months of its inception.

Last July 7, 156 European neuroscientists signed an official letter addressed to the European Commission in which they request stricter criteria in evaluating the second phase of the “flagship” project, the one that will receive most of the funding (the total should reach one billion euro). If the project fails to meet the proposed criteria, researchers are asking the Commission not to renew its funding, or else the HBP will be boycotted by the community of European neuroscientists. Among the 156 original signatories are also Alessandro Treves and Mathew Diamond, professors at SISSA. More signatures were added in the days following delivery of the letter, for a total of almost 700 names (including several other SISSA professors).

“The ambitious goal of the HBP - to simulate in detail the workings of the human brain – sounded to many like a far-fetched idea right from the start. Despite that, though, many scientists thought it might have important repercussions in terms of scientific knowledge, even if the HBP were to fail in its intent”, explains Treves. “That’s why many neuroscientists supported it, or at least they avoided voicing their misgivings in public. Others instead withdrew their participation immediately. The front of the protest is in fact heterogeneous. Now nearly everyone has surrendered to the evidence: the project’s centralized and non-transparent governance is proving to be aimed at eliminating any control over the final users of such massive funding, especially now that major research areas have been excluded, like cognitive studies”.

“If a centralized model makes sense and is effective in other areas – consider, for example, the work on LHC – it is not really appropriate for studies involving the brain and the mind”, explains Diamond. “We don’t need the expensive large infrastructure experimental physicists need. Instead, we think, as we also wrote in the letter, that a bottom-up approach, as experimented for example with the European Research Council (ERC) funds, is much more effective”.

A group of SISSA neuroscientists, including Treves and Diamond, are calling on the community of Italian (but not only) neuroscientists to take action and join the protest so as to obtain from the European Commission more rigorous and competitive criteria for evaluating the project. Neuroscience is in fact one of most important research sectors for SISSA (with top-quality scientific production at the international level) and for this reason its scientists are very sensitive to issues like the one surrounding the HBP. “It’s important to fund research but we cannot allow the limited resources made available to science by public funds to be spent on misconceived projects like this”, concludes Treves.

More in detail...
The Human Brain Project is one of the two “flagship” projects (that will receive one billion euro over the next ten years) selected by the European Commission in 2013. The aim of the project is to build a simulation of the human brain (using supercomputers) to understand its workings, both in healthy and diseased conditions. The project consists of various subprojects, one of which is the cognitive neuroscience subproject led until now by Stanislas Dehaene, Director of unit 562 (Cognitive Neuroimaging) of the French INSERM.

The HBP executive board has recently decided that the funds committed to the continuation of the project, now being approved by the European Commission, should be split in half. Fifty per cent is to be allocated to the “core project” selected without competition and financed directly by the Commission. The other 50% would be allocated by the member states through competitive grants. In addition, on June 10 it was established (mainly by the creator and promoter of the HBP, Henri Markram from the École Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne, EPFL) that the cognitive neuroscience pillar would no longer be part of the core project, meaning that those doing research in cognitive neuroscience – whether or not they have joined the HBP – will have to participate in the single tenders to obtain funds.

Simulating the brain in terms of physiology, biochemistry and anatomy, to the exclusion of the “mind”, is like “trying to understand bird flight by studying only feathers” declared Dehaene to Nature a few days ago, exposing the misconception underlying the HBP approach. An approach he was involved in until a few weeks ago, but that now he clearly sees for what it is. 
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