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IInd International Andean School and 
Conference on Spectoscopy

IInd Andean School of Spectroscopy, March 2nd- 6th 2009
IInd International Conference of Spectroscopy, March 9th- 13th 2009
Lima, Peru
F. Chandezon and M.-L. Saboungi
SPrAM (UMR CEA-CNRS-UJF) – CEA Grenoble/INAC
F-38054 Grenoble cedex 9, France
Centre de Recherche sur la Matière Divisée –
CNRS – University of Orléans, F- 45071 Orléans cedex 2, France
The second Andean School and International Conference of Spectroscopy took place during March 2nd 
- 13th at the Peruvian National Institute of Research and Training in Telecommunications (Instituto 
Nacional de Iinvestigacion y Capacitación en Telecomunicaciones, INICTEL) in Lima, Peru 
(http://postgrado.uni.edu.pe/espectroscopia/). This event was co-organized by several Peruvian 
universities and research institutes as well as by the NGO “Puya de Raimondi” 
(http://puyaderaimondi.org/). The latter is a French association of scientists whose main aim is to 
promote scientific cooperation between Peru, and Latin American countries in general, and France and 
other European countries. It was founded in 2004 by Dr. François Piuzzi, a staff member of the French 
Atomic Energy Commission (CEA), and other colleagues who worked in Peru as scientific 
collaborators between 1970 and 1985 together with Peruvian scientists living in France. This 
cooperation ended in the mid 80’s and it was the wish of the founders of  “Puya de Raimondi” to renew 
the fruitful collaboration.

One of the major outcomes of this association was the co-organization in May 2005 – the World Year 
of Physics – with Peruvian academic partners of the first Andean School and International Conference 
of Spectroscopy in Lima. The idea was to gather together recognized experts in various fields of 
spectroscopy that could be of interest for the scientific development of Peru and other Latin American 
countries. The originality – and strength – of the event was its division into two complementary parts. 
During the first week, the Andean School allowed selected students to be given practical laboratory 
training in various spectroscopic techniques by recognized experts, mostly from Europe. These training 
courses were organized on site in several laboratories of the best scientific universities in Lima. In 
some cases, special equipment was sent from Europe as loans or donations from academic institutions 
and companies. During the second week, the International Conference took place, where internationally 
recognized speakers presented the latest advances in spectroscopic techniques and their applications in 
various fields such as materials sciences, archaeometry and life and environmental sciences. Both the 
school and conference in 2005 were recognized as a success with 58 lecturers from Europe, USA and 
Latin America and around 120 participants. Furthermore, it led to the initiation of new research 
activities in Peru developed with the donated equipment.

The second Andean School and International Conference of Spectroscopy (SPECTRA2009) was co-
organized in a similar way, associating one week of laboratory training with one week of conference 
sessions. The organizers of the conference were, on the Peruvian side, some of the best academic and 
research institutions of the country with the Universidad Nacional de Ingenieria (UNI, 
www.uni.edu.pe) as host institution, and on the French side the “Puya de Raimondi” association. The 
conference chairs were Prof. Walter Estrada (UNI, Lima) and Dr. Frédéric Chandezon (CEA Grenoble, 
France). The challenging task of organizing this event with colleagues from both sides of the Atlantic 
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was made possible by financial support from several Peruvian, Latin American, European and 
international research institutions, international agencies and companies. These included OEI 
(Organizacion de Estados Iberoamericanos), CAN (Comunidad Andina de Naciones), SPIE, 
UNESCO, IUPAP, the French Embassy in Peru and its office of regional cooperation with the Andean 
countries, and French governmental research agencies (CEA, CNRS, IRD)1.

A major difference from the 2005 event was a significant broadening of the scope of the conference. 
The areas covered included:

• Materials sciences and nanosciences 
• Archaeology and archaeometry 
• Life sciences 
• Lasers and their applications 
• Instrumentation and apparatus design and construction 
• Astronomy 
• Environment and climate change 
• Remote sensing (e.g. for the study of vegetation coverage) 
• Simulation 

This required the participation of a large number of invited teachers and speakers from all over the 
world, with some prestigious participants such as Prof. Sune Svanberg (Lund University), a former 
president of the Nobel Prize Committee in physics, and Prof. Pierre Lena, a renowned French 
astrophysicist and member of the French Academy of Sciences. A total of 101 internationally 
recognized experts participated to the school and/or the conference. As a co-organizing country, the 
French delegation was especially large with 23 experts. Other experts came from Peru and all over 
Latin America. Countries represented included Spain, Sweden, U.K., Germany, Russia, Czech 
Republic, Japan, U.S.A, Belgium, Brazil, Mexico, Peru, Argentina, Bolivia, Ecuador, Venezuela, Cuba 
and Colombia. SPECTRA2009 attracted 180 participants, 41 of which received a grant thanks to 
dedicated financial support from the CAN and from the office of regional cooperation with the Andean 
countries of the French Embassy in Peru. As for the 2005 event, equipment was specially sent to Lima 
for the Andean School, as loans or donations.

These two stimulating weeks were recognized as a success by the participants and by the invited 
speakers. It was an occasion to make scientific contacts that will hopefully lead to collaborations within 
Latin America and between Latin America and Europe. The consensus at the conclusion of 
SPECTRA09 was that it might be better not to wait another four years but to take advantage of the 
momentum that SPECTRA2009 had created and plan for the next event in two years’ time. 
Accordingly, SPECTRA2013 has been replaced by SPECTRA2011. This could be the best indication 
of the success of the 2009 event. 
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Group picture taken at the oldest American site Caral

1. See the web page of SPECTRA2009 for a detailed list 
http://postgrado.uni.edu.pe/espectroscopia/

The Iranian-American Physicists (IrAP) 
Network

Announcement:
The Iranian-American physicists (IrAP) network group invites interested individuals to join their 
network. More information can be obtained via visiting their web site at www.irapnet.org

Hamid Javadi
Iranian-American Physicists (IrAP) Network Group President
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Letter to the Reader
Dear Reader:

Not so long ago, the Secretary-General of a distinguished Academy told me that there are two kinds of 
science: discovery-based science that is appropriate to advanced countries and the other suitable for 
developing countries. More recently, I was asked this: Why are you teaching high-level physics to 
Africans when the real needs in Africa are clean drinking water, better public health, literacy and 
freedom from famine? How wrong I was to have thought that such questions had been put to rest in the 
last 45 years of ICTP’s existence!

No one disputes the importance of mitigating poverty, disease, illiteracy, famine and the like, or of the 
overwhelming need for creating better living standards. We at ICTP cannot tackle head-on any of these 
problems in their direct manifestations but can address one basic ingredient of a developed society: the 
culture of rigorous thinking about problems that face one’s society and of solving them through 
creative applications of that thinking. ICTP is about instilling rigorous thinking and its application to 
problem solving; it is our tacit belief that nothing lasting can be built on a sloppy base even if one 
works on applied problems of climate change, industrial pollution, groundwater circulation, renewable 
energy or cancer therapies. The process of learning itself is often more important than what one learns, 
and there is nothing more rigorous or broader than physics and mathematics for training oneself in this 
arena. This is the opportunity that ICTP offers to as many talented people as possible. Our concern is 
quality and diversity at one and the same time: without diversity we lose our soul and without quality 
we lose substance.

The second point is that even a person from a small institution in a poor country should be able to work 
in the most advanced branches of physical sciences at some place in the world, as long as she is 
sufficiently talented and her desire deep. How can I, or anyone else, tell her that advanced research is a 
luxury for her and that she should be working only on a developmental project of immediate relevance? 
The province of doing things one loves does not belong to a privileged few. Reality will no doubt 
impose limitations but there must be at least one place in the world where the opportunities are not 
diminished by poor pedigree alone. That place is ICTP.

In my conversations with many young scientists, my exhortation has been essentially the same: stop 
being traumatized by words such as “development” and “networking” that the world is fond of using 
these days---especially the UN agencies: you cannot contribute to development if you have no 
intellectual stamina, or achieve much by networking if you bring no strengths of your own. I tell them 
to use their time at ICTP to build their inner strengths for working on the same footing as most others 
from any part of the world (there are always a gifted few that work on a different plane of neuronal 
connectivity, and must be left out of such comparisons).

As always, we would love to hear from you.

Sincerely,

K.R. Sreenivasan
K.R. Sreenivasan is Director of the International Center for Theoretical Physics, Trieste, Italy
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The Mexican Physical Society

Working for Physics in Mexico since 1951
The Mexican Physical Society (Sociedad Mexicana de 
Física in Spanish) was formally founded in 1951 with 
21 members that included distinguished physicists like 
Manuel Sandoval-Vallarta and Carlos Graef-
Fernández. At present it counts with approximately 
1,400 members, of whom 600 are full members and 
800 are students. Students pay dues that are one half 
those of the full members.

The Mexican Physical Society is a non-profit 
organization whose main goals are to promote research and teaching in physics, to foster the interest 
for science in general and in physics in particular among people in Mexico, and to establish close links 
with similar organizations within Mexico and abroad. It has 13 topical divisions: Atomic and 
Molecular Physics, Fluids, Plasmas, Gravitation and Mathematical Physics, Nanosciences, Medical 
Physics, Optics, Cosmic Rays, Quantum Information, Nuclear Physics, Particles and Fields, Statistical 
Physics, and Radiation Physics. It also counts with three regional divisions located in the states of 
Puebla, San Luis Potosí, and Tabasco. A Directive Board is in charge of the administration of the 
Society and each Division has its own President.

The Society has a large diversity of activities that include its main event, the National Physics Congress 
that in 2008 was attended by 1700 participants that presented more than 1200 works. We also organize 
the divisional meetings, a variety of schools and workshops, the National meeting of specialists in 
science popularization, and the National meeting of high-school physics teachers. Additionally, we take 
care of the National contest of experiments designed by high-school students. A task force of women in 
physics has been recently created. The Society has the responsibility of organizing the participation of 
México in the Physics Olympiads at all levels: regional, national, ibero american, and international. We 
recently hosted in 2008 the Ibero American  Physics Olympiad in Morelia, Michoacán, with the 
participation of 18 countries and will host the International Physics Olympiad in Mérida, Yucatán 
during July of 2009. We are undertaking a large effort to include the largest number possible of High 
School students in the early stages of the Olympiads.

We have three main publications. The Revista Mexicana de Física has three separate sections: 
Research, Education and Supplements. The research section appears on a bi-monthly basis and has an 
international editorial board. We are looking forward to having soon all papers of this journal on line at 
the Page of the Society. The Education section contains mostly articles with a teaching content. The 
Supplements serve to publish conference proceedings in Latin America. We also publish the Bulletin, a 
quarterly journal, with informal news and popularization and history articles. Finally, the Ibero 
American Physics Catalog offers extensive information on places in Latin America, Spain and Portugal 
that offer college or graduate degrees in physics, research institutions in physics and of people working 
in research or education in physics. A CD version with an interactive searcher is available for each 
member of SMF.

The Society offers two major Prizes. The Prize for the Development of Physics in Mexico recognizes 
the lifetime achievements of an individual or group in the development of institutions, laboratories or 
groups of physics in Mexico. The Prize for Scientific Research rewards basic or applied physics 
research of excellence and is given to an individual.
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Finally, we participate, with the US and Canada, in the CAM (Canada, America, México) Graduate 
Students Physics Conferences. In 2009 we will host the fourth of this series of conferences in 
Acapulco, Guerrero, from October 22nd to 24th. We are supporting the event with 50 scholarships 
(room shared with another student and breakfast) for graduate students from the USA and Canada.

Our permanent offices are located in the School of Sciences of the National University of Mexico in 
Mexico City, thanks to the support of the School. Our Page is www.smf.mx, and we invite you to 
consult it. Questions can also be sent to smf@fciencias.unam.mx.

Luis F. Rodríguez
President of the Mexican Physical Society (2009-2011).

The UNESCO Physics Action Council
*Irving A. Lerch

In the early 1990s, physics—one of the most global of scientific enterprises—began to look to 
UNESCO as an instrument to unify and coordinate the international outreach of the global physics 
communities.  Several developments fueled this interest: the signing of a new tripartite agreement 
between UNESCO, IAEA and the Government of Italy assigning governance responsibility to 
UNESCO for the International Center for Theoretical Physics in Trieste; the sponsorship by UNESCO 
of CERN, the rise of developmental programs in Latin America, Africa and Asia; and the growing 
realization that a new framework was needed to coordinate research, education and intellectual 
exchange worldwide.  Most important, physics had become a tool for intellectual, cultural and 
economic development in furtherance of UNESCO’s great cross-cutting goals.

On 24-25 June, 1993, Director General Federico Mayor and Assistant Director General for the Natural 
Sciences, Adnan Badran, convened a consultative meeting in Paris entitled, “UNESCO and the 
International Physics Community: An Agenda for Scientific Cooperation.”  Invited participants 
included distinguished physicists from Russia, ICTP, the Association of Asia-Pacific Physical 
Societies, the American Physical Society, OECD, the French Physical Society, the European Physical 
Society, the Commission of the European Communities, IUPAP, the German Physical Society, the 
French Government and other organizations.  The organizers of the conference were Siegbert Raither, 
head of mathematics and physics programs in the Division of Basic and Engineering Sciences and the 
Division Director, Vladimir Zharov.

At the conclusion of the meeting, the participants submitted a recommendation to Director General 
Mayor recognizing UNESCO’s growing importance to international science and recommending that 
priority be given to physics in developing countries, sustaining excellence of the physical sciences in 
East-Central Europe and the emerging states of the former Soviet Union, and promoting megaprojects 
in the physical sciences.  A statement of general principles emphasizing the important roles of learned 
societies and partnerships between the public and private sectors recommended that a physics action 
council be convened to superintend the goals of UNESCO.

The Director General appointed ten senior physicists to the council and charged them with promoting 
international cooperation and collaboration and to provide counsel and guidance to UNESCO and its 
management.  Donald Langenberg, then President of the American Physical Society and Chancellor of 
the University of Maryland System was made chair.  The other appointees were F.K.A. Allotey 
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(Ghana), Carlos Aguirre (Bolivia), Sivaramakrishna Chandresekhar (India), Michiji Konuma (Japan), 
Norbert Kroo (Hungary), Yuri Novozhilov (Russia), Herwig Schopper (Germany), Yang Guo-Zhen 
(China), and Irving Lerch (United States).  Siegbert Raither was assigned as Secretary to the council.

The Physics Action Council (PAC) convened an organizing meeting in April, 1994, and developed a 
work plan based on three working groups: Large Physics Facilities (Schopper, chair, Aguirre and 
Kroo); Communications Networks for Science (Lerch, chair, Novozhilov and Langenberg); and 
University Physics Education (Konuma, chair, Yang, Chandrasekhar and Novozhilov).  The PAC 
remained an active component of the Organization’s programs throughout the period of Mayor’s tenure 
as Director General (1994-’99).

Almost immediately, the council’s working groups began an aggressive program of international 
outreach, organizing meetings and workshops on telecommunications, access to large international 
research facilities and new approaches to invigorate physics education.  The physics facilities working 
group held meetings in Japan, Paris, Brussels and Cuba and focused on projects in developing countries 
such as the Auger Giant Airshower project in Latin America, small accelerators in the Carribean and, 
ultimately, the SESAME project in Jordan.  Telecommunications workshops were convened in Japan, 
China, Russia, the Philippines, Ukraine and Ghana—supported with resources provided by UNESCO, 
NATO, NSF and other funding organizations.  Training for network administrators, programmers and 
technicians designed to promote internet access was the focus of these efforts.  The role of physics 
education in capacity building led the education working group to survey successful programs and to 
examine ways of finding exceptional talent at the M.Sc. and Ph.D. levels in developing countries.  In 
all cases these efforts were directed to complementing and strengthening the programs of the Science 
Sector and ICTP.

Today, the afterglow the council’s activities may be seen in the UNESCO-supported SESAME project, 
the programs of the telecommunications and informatics sectors of the Organization, and in the 
awareness that science education plays a crucial role in developing the intellectual capacity of a nation.

*Trustee, Americans for UNESCO;
Past Chair, Forum on International Physics, and Former Director of International Affairs, American 
Physical Society; Professor and Director, Radiation Oncology Physics, New York University; retired.

The Birth of the North American Chapter of the 
Ethiopian Physics Society

Solomon Bililign*
Ethiopia is one of the oldest nations in the world. The country's 
Rift Valley is known as the cradle of humanity. The founding of 
the Empire of Axum in the 5th century BC is often taken as the 
starting point of the Ethiopian civilization. This was a very 
advanced civilization. Ethiopians were the first Africans to mint 
coins. The Kingdom maintained trading relations both with the 
Greec-Roman world and with India and China during its most 
prosperous times. Ethiopia has one of the oldest written alphabets in civilization. The Axumite Empire 
was followed by the Zagwe dynasty. The most prized of the Zagwe kings was Lalibela. He is credited 
for building the eleven famous rock-hewn churches in his capital city. The site is considered one of the 
wonders of the world.

14

http://www.ethiopianhistory.com/Lalibela
http://www.ethiopianhistory.com/Aksumite_Coins


Despite the glorious past, modern higher education started in Ethiopia very late. The first University 
was established after the Second World War. The First Department of Physics in Ethiopia came into 
existence in 1966 with a BSc program. The Department has graduated more than 1100 students with 
BSc degree and about 90 students with MSc degrees. Current enrollments: Average of 200 
undergraduates, 70MS and 15 PhD. In the last ten years about twenty-two new Universities have been 
established. The major universities currently are Addis Ababa University, Arbaminch, Bahir Dar, 
Debub, Haramaya, Jimma, Makealle, and University of Gondar. They all have physics departments 
with large enrollments.

Until recently (1983), all Physics graduates had to attend graduate programs in the US, and Europe. 
Consequently there are now a large number (over 100) of successful physicists of Ethiopian origin in 
the academic, industrial and government sectors both in North America and Europe. There is still a 
large influx of physics graduate students in the graduate programs in Europe and the US. This group 
has the potential to build a bridge with physicists in Ethiopia and jointly play a major role in shaping 
the future of Physics in Ethiopia and abroad.

There has been a strong desire by Ethiopian Physicist in the US to get organized and play a role in 
empowering the Ethiopian Physics community and help make physics research and education relevant 
to the needs of the country. Ethiopian physicists have been meeting informally at the APS general 
meetings since 1980 to discuss this issue.  The first serious discussion of a formal organization was 
held during the APS centennial conference in Atlanta in 1999 with participation of about fifteen 
physicists from across the USA.  This is where the seeds of a formal Ethiopian physics society were 
planted. All major accomplishments attributed to the society since 1999 are due to the leadership and 
dedication of Dr. Abebe Kebede, of North Carolina A&T University.  The major accomplishments 
include the establishment of a vibrant and well- known website, and several workshops such as the 
2003 session on physics in Africa at the APS March Meeting, and most recently the 2007 space physics 
workshop in Addis Ababa Ethiopia. One of the major challenges the society faced during this long 
period is lack of well-defined governance and connection between the leadership and the broad 
Ethiopian physics community in North America and in Ethiopia. As the Ethiopian physics community 
started growing in number and quality the need for reforming the organization to increase participation 
became quite apparent.

In 2007, the leadership board of the Ethiopian Physical Society in Ethiopia met with Dr. Solomon 
Bililign (Professor of Physics at North Carolina A&T State University) in Addis Ababa Ethiopia. The 
board asked Bililign to reorganize and revitalize the Ethiopian Physicists Society in North America. 
During this period Bililign also arranged the meeting between Dr. Judy Franz and Dr. Bekele at APC 
that formally led to Ethiopia’s membership to IUPAP.

Following the meeting in Addis Ababa, an organizing committee led by Bililign was formed to draft by 
laws and organize a meeting to formally establish the EPS-NA. The one-year effort finally led to the 
organizational meeting and workshop on August 2, 2008. Dr Judith Franz, APS executive officer 
welcomed the workshop participants.  About eighteen Ethiopian Physicists met for one day at ACP to 
formally approve the bylaws and conduct elections. Elections were also conducted on line for those 
who couldn’t make it to the meeting. Dr Tessema, Guebre X (Professor of Physics, and currently a 
program officer at the National Science Foundation) was elected president unanimously.

The goals of EPS-NA are

1. To serve as a forum for networking of Ethiopian born physicists in the US with the local 
organization in Ethiopia and sister organizations worldwide. 

2. To serve as an advocacy group to advance and promote the interests of the Physics Community 
in Ethiopia. 
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3. To work closely with EPS to promote their priorities strengthen the organization by inviting 
new members, and work closely with national and governmental institutions with vested power 
and interest to promote science and technology in the country.  

4. To design and develop manageable short term projects to promote physics research in Ethiopia. 
5. To develop credibility and visibility in the scientific community both in the US and worldwide 

through tangible and measurable contributions. 
6. To reach out to the Ethiopian physics community and increase its memberships by contacting 

students, postdocs and professionals in the US. 

* Solomon Bililign is a professor of Physics and Director of the NOAA ISET Center at North Carolina 
Agricultural and technical State University and Chair of the EPS-NA Organizing Committee.

EPS-NA acknowledges the support provided by APS to cover travel cost for participants and the free 
use of ACP facilities.

Science and a  World in Transition: 
Selected memories of an international  science bureaucrat 

(Episode 3-5)
*Irving A. Lerch

Europe under Siege and a Death in August—
My job in Vienna had taken me around the world and I was acutely aware that after two years I was 
being transformed into a bureaucrat with decreasing likelihood of reentering the laboratory or 
university classroom.  Nonetheless in 1975 I agreed to a two year extension.

I had also discovered a voice on issues of scientific policy that affected institutions and people around 
the world.  I had met and become friendly with Sherwood (Sherry) Rowland in an IAEA meeting and 
heard him predict that CFCs would eat away the ozone layer of the upper atmosphere—work that 
would win for him and his colleagues a Nobel Prize in chemistry a decade later.  I grew alarmed by the 
implications of the first Indian Nuclear tests in Rajathstan in 1975 and published a long feature article 
which I followed up with a critical analysis of the nuclear power industry.  This last raised the ire of the 
nuclear establishment when I pointed to evidence of increasing public resistance to new reactor projects 
in Northern Europe (which was not helped when I dared describe the gruesome consequences of a 
major reactor incident that occurred in 1961 in the vast Idaho National Reactor Testing Station—a 
disaster that claimed the lives of three reactor operators outright and created a crisis that lasted for 
many months).  As it turned out, it presaged Three Mile Island, 1979, and Chernobyl, 1986.

My argument was that unless civic confidence was the first priority of the industry, the public would 
turn away from nuclear power at a time when it would be most needed.  The Director General and 
Assistant Director General were outraged that I would bring controversy to the IAEA but I assured 
them that I would soon return to university life and that they could breathe easy.

The world intruded on the pastoral delights of Austria in other ways.  The old IAEA headquarters on 
the Ringstrasse (also former Gestapo headquarters after the Anschluss) was the site of the Force 
Reduction Talks between the US, NATO, the Warsaw Pact and the USSR.  One day, as I emerged from 
the building a voice boomed out, “Lerch, is that you?”  It was my former 506th commander in the 
similitude of a lieutenant general (Elvy B. Roberts).  As we exchanged pleasantries he explained to his 
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assistant, a young colonel, that we had served together in the 101st.  Then he turned to me and 
exclaimed, “You used to be a much larger man!”  No mention was made of the missing ground support 
radio and my near court-martial the previous decade.

Not long thereafter, terrorists stormed another site on the Ringstrasse hosting the OPEC oil ministers 
and after killing an Austrian security official, took the ministers and their staffs hostage.  The Turkish 
ambassador, our next door neighbor, was assassinated by Kurdish militants just below our window on 
the Prinz Eugein Strasse the very evening we had been invited to a reception in his residence.  And as I 
was opening the door to the airway at Schwechat airport to board a plane for a meeting in France, a 
voice rang out in English, “Where are you going?  Get out of the airport now!”  As I turned I looked 
out the great plate glass window facing the tarmac and not more than 20 meters distant saw a 
Volkswagen minibus surrounded by hooded men in black carrying AK-47s and holding hand 
grenades.  A group of Jewish refugees leaving Russia had been taken hostage by Palestinians and were 
being held at the airport awaiting a plane dispatched by Austrian authorities.

Europe, it seemed, was under siege.

That August, my mother became gravely ill (she had been treated for breast cancer and metastatic 
spread) while I was in Sofia and an alert international operator tracked me down to give me the news.  
Sharon and I flew to Chicago and arrived in her hospital room minutes before she died.  It was a bitter 
time.  Before I left Chicago I had put her into an experimental program at the university medical center 
and she had been treated with a developmental high-energy electron hyperfractionated radiotherapy 
regimen based largely on research that I had done.  While the therapy was a long shot (the disease was 
pernicious in its origins and patterns of development), its failure horrified me.

This accelerated our decision to return to the US and an opportunity in the form of an invitation from 
New York University arrived in time for us to close up shop and fly to the Big Apple at the end of 
1975, almost three years to the day after our arrival in Vienna.  After returning to the US, I continued 
my work in the international arena, often consulting for IAEA and other agencies (WHO, UNESCO) 
and becoming an advocate for increased international scientific collaboration.

Helping out during the Hadj and going to jail in Kano—
By the time of my first sabbatical from NYU in 1984, the IAEA and WHO asked me to travel to North, 
East and West Africa for a series of institutional visits to assess programs in Egypt, the Sudan, Nigeria, 
Ghana, Liberia and Sierra Leone.  Unfortunately these visits coincided with the Hadj, the great annual 
migration of Muslim faithful to Mecca.  This forced me to travel at the whim of vaporous schedules.  
But Sharon had agreed to accompany me and we were prepared for adventure intermingled with just a 
bit of discomfort.  We got more than we bargained for.

I had been to Egypt a number of times and we had friends in Cairo.  One incident, however, would 
haunt me: a woman colleague who had been educated in the US and whom I had met at various IAEA 
functions, asked for my help in finding a job outside of Egypt.  She had just divorced her husband, a 
Coptic Christian, and she had been ostracized by her family.  She was isolated socially and 
professionally.  A year later, she committed suicide.

The trip to Sudan was uneventful, ignoring the midnight flight and heat at the confluence of the Blue 
and White Niles.  But Sharon found the environment threatening.  Many men in Khartoum appeared 
hostile towards us and we had to travel with colleagues and escorts.  But the real trouble found us on 
our trip to Nigeria.

Our flight was delayed until about 2 am and we spent much of the night with men dressed in white 
dishdashah who were waiting for flights to Saudi Arabia.  Many roamed the airport in high spirits and 
quite a few seemed to have been drinking heavily despite the proscription against alcohol.  We were 
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assured that they would ‘behave’ on the flight east.  It turned out that our flight was being diverted to 
Nigeria to pick up more pilgrims in the North, in Kano, the capitol of Muslim Nigeria.

My UN travel papers indicated that I was traveling to Lagos, however, and on landing in Kano a border 
official took us into custody and locked us in a small holding facility in the airport.  We did not know at 
the time, but the difficulty in providing adequate transportation for pilgrims clamoring to go to Mecca 
had caused unrest in Kano with rioting and fighting between Muslims and Christians.  The situation 
was tense and the young customs official, a major in the border police, was unsure of what to do with 
us.

After a few hours in the lock-up, bombarded by locusts, Sharon asked me if I wanted her to do 
“something” to clarify our situation.  I’m no fool so I readily assented, knowing full well that Sharon’s 
resourceful edicts should not be ignored.

She began pounding on the door and complaining loudly that she wanted to go to the toilet and needed 
water.  When our young jailor responded, Sharon berated him for failing to look after our creature 
comforts and he began to apologize profusely and offered to take us to the “sanitary facilities.”  On our 
way, Sharon maintained a steady stream of complaints and pointed out that we were guests of the 
Nigerian government on official UN duty and were expected that day in Lagos (all true) and that the 
UN resident representative would have to be informed of our situation.  He whimpered that the 
communications links with Lagos were down.  She threatened diplomatic sanctions.

At this point the major had had enough and he took us down to the departure lounge, went to the head 
of a long line of passengers clamoring to get out of Kano, approached the agent and in a loud and 
threatening voice demanded that we be put on the plane first and flown to Lagos immediately.

But a long day was just beginning.

A Senatorial Investigating Committee and Collapse in the West—
On each of our stops, the ranking UN Resident Representative (equivalent of ambassador in diplomatic 
terms) was supposed to meet us and provide lodging, transportation and incidental funds.  However, 
arriving in Lagos we were several hours late and the Resident Representative had no inkling of our 
whereabouts.  We were without funds, without contacts and without a plan.  What’s more, we were 
warned that we would be prey to bandits on the roads if we did not leave the airport soon.

 Salvation came in the guise of an Air-Nigeria manager who gave me the equivalent of $100 cash and 
instructed a driver to take us to the UN compound on the outskirts of the city.  We arrived just as the 
gates were closing and were received by a highly annoyed UN official.  He transferred us to a UN car 
to be driven to our quarters.

At the university guest quarters we were ensconced in an airy room overlooking the ocean and with 
some relief Sharon went into the shower at the precise moment that a messenger pounded on our door 
and announced that the Chancellor demanded our immediate presence.  Dripping wet, Sharon pulled on 
some clothes and we rushed to a large banquet hall were the Chancellor had convened the faculty of the 
university to meet a Senate Investigating Committee sent to examine the university’s administration 
(evidently the Chancellor was a member of the opposition political party).  We were introduced as 
guests of the University and UN representatives.

Thus began my West African mission.

Nigeria is emblematic of much of sub-Saharan Africa—vast, sprawling, inchoate, fascinating, alien, 
and often repelling.  The human and natural resources are immense but the history, religious and ethnic 
divisions, corruption, politics and social problems threaten to submerge the nation in chaos.  No mortal 
can find a way into or out of this labyrinth and I had resigned myself to help, knowing that my efforts 
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would likely be washed away in the successive waves of disorder that engulf the region.  I was not 
wrong.

In Ghana, I had in the past found good scientists with whom I had worked closely but on this trip, a 
government coup and military mismanagement had brought the nation to ruin and the University of 
Legon and the Nuclear Research Center had deteriorated badly.  There was hunger in a country that had 
always been able to feed itself and its neighbors and the hydroelectric dams on the Upper Volta were 
producing power at much reduced capacity because of a persistent drought.  I would return in a few 
years to improved conditions and on a high note of optimism.  In 1984, however, the prospect was 
dreary.

Liberia had just undergone a brutal coup and the airport terminal was pock-marked from machine-gun 
fire.  The UN resident representative almost had been shot by marauding troops (in fact he had been 
shot at and had dropped to the ground to the horror of his wife and children who witnessed the event 
and were certain that he had been killed).

Sierra Leone seemed untouched but when I spoke to some students I was alarmed when a young man 
told me that the nation was about to explode.  He warned me that there would be unprecedented terror 
throughout the country and his prediction came to pass in a bloody civil war where rebels wiped out 
whole villages and chopped off the arms of men, women and children indiscriminately.  And it was in 
Sierra Leone that I found a shipment of radiation equipment abandoned in the open—unattended for 
two years except for the rats that ate the wiring and rendered the equipment a silent, useless monument 
to yet another good intention lost to the rainforest.

*Irving Lerch has also been Chair, Executive Committee, FIP, and Director, Office of International 
Affairs, APS

Physics in Africa March Meeting Session
American Physical Society March 2009 Meeting
Report on the Forum for International Physics sponsored
Physics in Africa Session
Abebe Kebede1, Paul Gueye2 and Dave Ernst2

1North Carolina Agricultural and Technology, Physics Department, Greensboro, NC
2Members-at-large, Forum for International Physics, American Physical Society, College Park, MD

On March 16, 2009, the Forum for International Physics (FIP) co-sponsored a 3-hr long  “Physics in 
Africa” session held during the 2009 American Physical Society (APS) March meeting in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania. A. Kebede from NCA&T chaired the session. Four physicists from Africa were invited 
to this session that was attended by about 30 participants to provide an overview of the past, current 
and future of research and education in physics throughout this continent for both academic and policy-
making aspects: Alex Animalu (physicist, Nigeria), Mzamo Mangaliso (past President National 
Research Foundation, South Africa), Arame Boye-Faye (head of the Research Division of the Ministry 
for Scientific Research and professor at the University Cheih Anta Diop of Dakar, Senegal) and 
Bernard M'Passi-Mabiala (Chair of the Physics Depamrtnet of the University Marien NGouabi of 
Brazzaville, Congo). The session was followed by a panel discussion.

Prof. Animalu provided a broad in-depth presentation of how physicists within Africa could contribute 
to worldwide forefront research. He presented his research work “On the differences between theories 
of conventional and high temperature superconductivity” in which he enlightened the theoretical work 
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performed in collaboration with some colleagues, and how this contributed in the advancement in the 
field of superconductivity. Dr. Boye-Faye followed with her presentation on “Physics in Africa: the 
Case of Senegal”, in which she addressed the problems related to the student population (outpacing the 
university capacity by about 10 fold), the lack of equipment, and the very small direct contribution 
from the Government (less than 0.3% of GDP) to research. Prof. M'Passi-Mabiala addressed the 
audience with a review of the physics department (education, research and statistics) at his university 
and some ongoing inter-African collaboration to establish a consortium to leverage the expertise of 
faculty in neighboring countries for a more efficient educational implementation and advancement. The 
overall message from these talks was striking in their common content and centered around the 
following:

• The lack of sufficient funds and Government support for a proper environment to conduct 
adequate education and research; 

• The lack of equipment and research facilities to conduct forefront research on and off campus, 
as well as reaching out to pre-college students; 

• The need for more vehicles to connect physicists within and outside the continent to establish a 
critical mass for addressing physics issues; 

• The need to have a pool of highly trained (theoretical) physicists with minimal but strong 
ongoing research to maintain a presence at the international level; and 

• The fact that the most of the research is being done through personal relationship with foreign 
institutions. 

Four speakers introduced the panel discussion that followed:

• Richard Martin from the University of Illinois who provided a status of the African Institute for 
Mathematical Sciences (AIMS), a project initiated and launched by Niel Turock (head of the 
Perimeter Institute in Canada). This is a 10-month long school that is based in South Africa and 
brings students from across the continent to obtain quality training in various applied 
mathematics fields. 

• Dave Ernst from Vanderbilt University who provided a review/status of a South Africa-
Vanderbilt program in astronomy. 

• Herman Winnick from SLAC/MIT who lead the establishment of the SESAME facility in the 
Middle East and stressed the importance of establishing a synchrotron radiation facility in 
Africa 

• Amy Flatten (head of the International Affairs at APS) who informed the audience of new 
programs within APS to help African physicists: free APS membership, free online journal 
access ... (more can be found at http://aps.org/programs/international/). 

Abede Kebede led the panel discussion and engaged the audience on various topics relevant for Africa, 
especially on the need for a single African Physical Society that will link up communities and research 
groups within Africa as well as outside Africa: internet access, conferences, funding, comparison 
between non-US international agencies/institutions (ICTP, Sweden …) work, astrophotography … 
There was a general agreement in the fact that more can be done by the US physics community to 
establish stronger ties with African physicists and develop more efficient/higher impact projects to 
advance physics. The session concluded with informal discussions on how such effort could be 
developed. Additional information on some relevant activities can be found at: http://sirius-
c.ncat.edu/asn/afps/index.html. It is noteworthy to mention that: copies of the first publication of the 
African Journal of Physics were provided (lead mostly by African physicists residing and practicing 
physics in the US) and the Ethiopian Physical Society-North America was introduced during the APS-
FIP reception (to facilitate research and education in their own country.
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