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NEW JERSEY: Members of the Japanese media strain to film Princeton University senior meteorologist Syukuro Suki Manabe departing a press conference after he was awarded a share of the 2021 Nobel Prize in
physics at Princeton University in Princeton, New Jersey. — AFP 

Why US dominates the Nobels
A historic trend tied to US ability to attract top world talent

Investigator forced 
to pause Beirut blast 
probe - second time
BEIRUT: The Lebanon judge leading the inves-
tigation into last year’s huge Beirut port blast was
forced to suspend its work yesterday after what
human right groups have condemned as an
attempt by politicians to evade justice. It is the
second time Bitar has had to suspend the investi-
gation in the face of lawsuits filed by former min-
isters he had summoned on suspicion of negli-
gence, and comes amid growing calls from top
officials, including Hezbollah chief Hasan
Nasrallah, for him to be replaced. Bitar’s prede-
cessor, Fadi Sawan, was forced to suspend his
probe for the same reason before he was finally
removed in February in a move widely con-
demned as political interference.

Human rights groups and relatives of blast
victims fear that the latest suspension is a prel-
ude to Bitar’s removal, which would further derail
the official inquiry into the country’s worst
peace-time tragedy. Speaking to AFP yesterday,
a court official said Bitar had been forced to
pause the probe pending a ruling by the Court of
Cassation on a lawsuit filed by former ministers
Ghazi Zeaiter and Ali Hasan Khalil, both of whom
Bitar had summoned for interrogation this week.

‘Parody’ 
Shortly before he was notified of the latest

lawsuit, Bitar had issued an arrest warrant against
Khalil, a former finance minister and member of
the Hezbollah-allied Amal movement led by par-
liament speaker Nabih Berri, a court official said.
The warrant was issued after Khalil failed to
show up for questioning yesterday, with his
attorney appearing in his place to request more
time to mount a defense, the court official added. 

The arrest warrant is the second to be issued
by Bitar after one last month against former pub-
lic works and transport minister Youssef
Fenianos, who also failed to attend a hearing.
Bitar was also scheduled to question Zeaiter, a
former public works minister, and former interior
minister Nohad Machnouk within the next 24
hours before the suspension came into force.

The investigator was hoping to complete a
series of interrogations before parliament begins
its session on October 19, after which several
suspects will benefit from parliamentary immuni-
ty. “The course of action taken by the politicians
in the Beirut blast case is becoming a parody of
itself,” said Aya Majzoub of Human Rights Watch.
“The accused politicians are case shopping, filing
all the complaints they can think of to suspend
the investigation, in every court available to them,
hoping that something sticks,” she told AFP. “It is
a ludicrous attempt to evade justice.”  The
August 4, 2020 explosion at Beirut port killed
more than 200 people, wounded thousands more
and destroyed swathes of the capital. The
Lebanese investigation into the tragedy has yet
to identify a single culprit. Calls have grown for
an international probe but they have been reject-
ed by the authorities. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: No fewer than eight of this year’s
13 Nobel winners were American citizens, extending a
historic trend tied to the strength of US academia and
its ability to attract top world talent. American univer-
sities consistently dominate “Global top 100” rank-
ings, with a mix of private “Ivy Leagues” with lavish
endowments and prestigious state colleges.

Since the first Nobels were awarded in 1901, the
US has racked up 400 medals, followed by the United
Kingdom with 138 and Germany with 111 - these fig-
ures include people affiliated with multiple countries.
“I’m really appreciative of the opportunities that have
been given to me in this country,” Ardem Patapoutian,
co-winner of the 2021 Nobel Medicine prize for his
work on the nerve receptors related to touch, said of
the United States at a press conference after his win.

The Armenian-American, who grew up in
Lebanon, credited his success to the public-funded
University of California system, where he received his
bachelors and did his post-doc, as well as the Scripps
Research Institute where he has been based for two
decades. The University of California is also home to
his co-winner David Julius, of UC San Francisco. In
all, UC staff and faculty have won 70 Nobels-one shy
of the total won by France, the fourth-leading country.

Basic research 
This year’s Physics Prize co-winner Syukuro

Manabe, who left Japan in the 1950s and did his
groundbreaking work on climate models at Princeton

in New Jersey, told reporters that in America, he was
able to go where his curiosity led him, which was key
to his success. Chemistry co-winner David MacMillan
relocated to the United States from Scotland in the
1990s, and is also a professor at Princeton-where
Filipino-American Peace Prize winner Maria Ressa
earned her bachelors in 1986.

Monday’s Economics Prize was shared by

Canadian-American David Card, Israeli-American
Joshua Angrist-both at Princeton-and Dutch-
American Guido Imbens, who is at Stanford. Funding
for basic research, which is defined as study for the
aim of improving scientific theories or understanding
of subjects, is at the heart of America’s wins, David
Baltimore, co-winner of the 1975 Nobel Prize in med-
icine, told AFP.

This is a “trailing indicator” because, compared to

applied research, the dividends can pay out years or
decades later, often in unpredictable ways. “It’s also
the strength of our research institutes and universities
that goes back to the founding of Harvard so many
centuries ago, and their continued support with no
breaks,” added Baltimore, now president emeritus
and distinguished professor of biology at Caltech.

American emphasis on basic research traces back
to the aftermath of World War II and the creation of
the National Science Foundation in 1950, which
continues to coordinate federal funding to universi-
ties today. Philanthropy and private endowments
also play an ever-growing role in financing. While
China is catching up to the US in terms of total
research funding ($496 billion versus $569 billion
adjusted for purchasing power parity in 2017), it has
challenges linked to academic freedom and ability to
attract top talent, said H.N. Cheng, president of the
American Chemical Society.

Just as rich countries with strong sports infra-
structure dominate international competitions like
the Olympics, being the world’s number one econo-
my makes the United States a scientific powerhouse.
“A scientist for example will find more job opportu-
nities not only in academia, but also industry, gov-
ernment labs and other opportunities,” Cheng said.
Marc Kastner, an emeritus professor of physics at
MIT, added that US universities have a long history
of rewarding bright young researchers with their
own labs. — AFP 

US has racked 
up 400 medals

PARIS: The work of David Card,
Joshua Angrist and Guido Imbens,
who were awarded the Nobel Prize in
Economics on Monday, is based on
“natural experiments”, an innovative
method of empirical research devel-
oped in the 1990s. Natural experi-
ments are real-life situations that
economists study and analyse to
determine cause-and-effect relation-
ships. In some ways they are similar to
clinical trials, in which researchers
evaluate the effectiveness of new
drugs by separating test and control
groups at random.

“We are replicating something that
could be done in a laboratory,” says
Julien Pinter, a researcher at the
University of Minho in Portugal and
an economist at BSI Economics. But
doing something in the controlled
conditions of a laboratory and doing it
out in the world are two very different
things. Natural experiments differ
from therapeutic trials in that - unlike
scientists in the lab - economists do
not control the parameters of the
experiment. The scope of these stud-
ies is vast: in the cases of the Nobel
winners, they covered education, the
labor market and immigration.

Challenging preconceptions 
For example, Canadian David Card

and his American colleague, the late
Alan Krueger, who died in 2019,
studied the relationship between the
minimum wage and employment in

the early 1990s. They compared the
labour markets on both sides of the
border between the US states of
New Jersey, where the minimum
wage had been increased, and
Pennsylvania, where it had not. Their
research showed that, in that context,
the minimum wage increase had no
downward effect on the number of
employees. That finding went against
the prevailing theory at the time,
which assumed that an increase in
the minimum wage would destroy
jobs as it would make it more expen-
sive for companies to do business.

More school, more income 
Card also studied the relationship

between immigration and the labor
market using another case study: the
1980 settlement of tens of thousands
of Cubans in Miami, Florida, who had
been allowed to leave the island by
President Fidel Castro. The econo-
mist’s work showed that this wave of
new arrivals did not have a negative
impact on employment. Also collabo-
rating with the late Alan Krueger,
American-Israeli Joshua Angrist
looked at the link between education
and income.

He compared the time spent in the
education system by people born in
the same year according to their
month of birth. Those born at the
beginning of the year - who therefore
had the opportunity to leave school a
little earlier - had on average a shorter

education than those born later in the
year. They also had lower wages. This
allowed Angrist to determine that
higher levels of education generally
led to higher wages. Dutch-American
Guido Imbens subsequently worked
with Angrist to refine the interpreta-
tion of those results.

‘Credibility revolution’ 
Natural experiments ushered in

a “credibility revolution” in eco-
nomics, in which empirical data had
not previously been taken serious-
ly. “Sometimes a result will  take
some time to be fully appreciated,”
David Card said in a video confer-

ence organized by the University
of California at Berkeley, where he
teaches.

“Van Gogh never sold any paint-
ings in his life, so you know you want
to take that as a possible way to think
about your own work,” he added.
Economist Esther Duflo, herself a co-
winner of the Nobel Prize two years
ago for pioneering another method of
economic field experiments, told AFP
that revolution has “changed every-
thing.” She hailed the “great” decision
to award the prize to Card, Angrist
and Imbens. For some economists,
however, natural experiments should
be handled with caution. — AFP 

Nobel Prize in Economics: 
The ‘natural experiments’

STOCKHOLM: The winners of the 2021 Sveriges Riksbank Prize in Economic Sciences
in Memory of Alfred Nobel (left to right) David Card from the University of California,
Berkeley, USA; Joshua D Angrist from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology,
Cambridge, USA and Guido W Imbens from the Stanford University, USA, are seen on a
screen during a press conference in Stockholm. — AFP 


