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What makes institutional
international collaborations work?

This year | accompanied a group of
administrators from RIKEN HQ and
iTHEMS on a business trip to the
RIKEN-Berkeley Center in Berkeley,
California (USA). | won’t go into the
details of the business, but | think this
is a good opportunity to let our
readers know about the collaboration
(and see some nice photos). If you're
impatient and have to know the
answer to the question in the title right
now, | think | can boil it down to “the
people at the top, but only sort of.”
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Dr Hatsuda talked about overview of iTHEMS on the 1st day of the workshop.
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Let’s start with some facts about the
new RIKEN-Berkeley Center, which
officially opened this year. Although
“RIKEN” is in the name of the center,
for now this really means RIKEN
iTHEMS (although it’s possible that it
could be expanded to include other
centers, particularly RQC, the new
center for quantum computing). On
the Berkeley side, is the Physics
Frontiers Center N3AS at the University
of California, Berkeley (UC Berkeley).
But let me digress and ramble on
about the acronyms for a minute (this
can’t be totally serious). These things
always have long names, and it’s so
much easier to shorten them. Afterall,
it’s why we say RIKEN instead of
Rikagakukenkyujo. But | was caught off
guard when | spoke with Wick Haxton,
who was instrumental in creating the
N3AS and the RIKEN-Berkely
collaboration. He naturally referred to
the Physics Frontiers Center as the
PFC. But, with my neuroscience
background, all | could hear was
prefrontal cortex, which has the same
abbreviation. And then it was hard for
me to hear or read N3AS without
thinking NCIS, the TV show. But, no,
this is not a collaboration with the
frontal cortex of people at the fictional
Naval Criminal Investigative Service.
N3AS stands for Network for
Neutrinos, Nuclear Astrophysics, and
Symmetries. So, these researchers are
into supernova, neutron star 3odelling,
dark matter, and dark energy. The
darker the better. As iTHEMS
researchers also do a lot of research in
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theoretical astrophysics and quantum
information science, the goal behind
this new center is to facilitate
collaborations between the N3AS and
RIKEN (principally iTHEMS) in these
fields.

| admit, most of that is information
that can be found on the RIKEN and
UCB websites. What you can’t learn
from their websites, aside from my
mental stream of consciousness, is
what | was able to learn after speaking
with people on the trip (sometimes
over really good food): this new center
and the ongoing RIKEN-UCB
collaborative research, was born from
30 years of friendship between
colleagues who now find themselves
near the top within their respective
institutes.
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Discussion and dinner among the N3AS + CNRS + RIKEN iTHEMS Pls.
N3AS, CNRS, RIKEN iTHEMS @ PI 7= A T 4 F— % R L AR D S &R,

I’m talking about Wick Haxton, now
professor at UC Berkely and one of the
leaders of the PFC N3AS, and Tetsuo
Hatsuda, current director of RIKEN
iTHEMS. They met over 30 years ago
back in 1990. At that time, Haxton was
at the University of Washington in
Seattle. They were just starting their
Institute for Nuclear Theory (the INT)
and had decided that instead of hiring
only postdocs, that they wanted
someone with a bit more experience.
So, they created a five-year position
for a research assistant professor, and
the first one they hired was Hatsuda.
According to Haxton, “we became
friends in Seattle, and I've followed his
career ever since.” It was this
friendship and professional
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relationship that helped get the
funding for the N3AS, which is an
international collaboration, with the
main partners being UCBerkeley,
RIKEN, and CNRS in France. The N3AS
is funded by the National Science
Foundation in the US, and Haxton told
me that he thinks that the NSF
accepted their proposal in part
because they were able to include
international partners.
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Dr Wick Haxton, professor at UC Berkely and one of the leaders of the PFC N3AS,
and Dr Tetsuo Hatsuda, director of RIKEN iTHEMS.
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Aside from being a nice story, both
Haxton and Hatsuda are using this
new, formal partnership to pay it
forward to the next generation of
scientists. As part of the trip, |
attended the last day of the first
annual PFC-N3AS workshop, which was
attended by RIKEN-iITHEMS and the
other international partners such as
CNRS Centre Pierre Binetruy. Although
| couldn’t really understand the
science, | was able to catch one
important point that was echoed in my
conversations with Haxton and
Hatsuda: video meetings via zoom are
ok, but nothing beats meeting people
face to face. Everyone expressed these
sentiments, and not simply because it’s
more fun. The workshop attendees
spent a few hours brainstorming about
when and where they could schedule
additional meetings over the next
couple of years. The brainstorming
acknowledged the international nature
of the group and the desire to have
speakers from somewhat tangential
fields, which the group thought will be
good for stimulating discussions,
widening the topics they could cover at
meetings, and getting new people and
new ideas about neutrinos and
symmetries.

In my conversation with Haxton and
Hatsuda, Hatsuda told us that in just
three days, meetings had generated
many new ideas that months of video
meetings could never produce. He says
that some direction is set, zoom
meetings can suffice. But for
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generating new ideas, both scientific
and those related to how to move the
projects forward, face-to-face
interactions are critical. Aside from
scientific progress, however, the other
purpose of the workshop was for the
senior people to meet the young
scientists that they had recently hired,
and who were working in other
countries. The project plans to hire 12
postdoctoral fellows over the next few
years, and because of the pandemic,
this was the first chance for many to
actually meet. Built into the RIKEN-
Berkeley Center is the idea that
researchers hired by RIKEN, will work
at UCB and spend some time at RIKEN
in Japan each year. And in hopefully by
next year a postdoc hired by UCB will
be able to work in Japan most of the
year with iTHEMS. Both Hutsuda and
Haxton have lived and worked abroad
and recognize how important it is in
the highly international field of
theoretical astrophysics.

“Now that we are senior people in our
fields,” says Hatsuda, “we have to
prepare occasions for young people to

talk with each other and get new ideas.

We can’t tell them what to research or
what to think, that’s not how good
research works. But we can create the
right environment.” Haxton noted that
the people at the workshop were like
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an extended family, up to three
academic generations of researchers.
He sees the innovation that the
younger generation is capable of and
feels that they will be able to connect
the precise astrophysical
measurements that are possible today
with the theory. “We facilitate the
interactions between the young
people,” says Haxton. “If you do the
right things, you begin to build a
community of young people that
actually know each other at the
postdoc level, and those friendships
will remain forever, like Tesuo and I.
We were lucky to be in the same place
at the same time.”

International Affairs Division
Adam Phillips
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