
hand: members of
our Ghana student
chapter, established
with such enthusi-
asm, have been
greatly demoralized
by their inability to
attend the OSA
Leadership Meeting
because they were denied visas.

Mohamed Hassan is chief executive of
the Third World Academy of Sciences in
Trieste, a partner of the Abdus Salam
International Centre for Theoretical
Physics (ICTP) with whom OSA has been
working so effectively within the devel-
oping world. He was unable to attend a
meeting in the U.S. during which he was

to address the National
Academy of Sciences
and the honor society
Sigma Xi, it seems simply
because he was born in
the Sudan. Foreign scien-
tists working in the U.S.
have been deterred from
attending meetings out-
side the country for fear
of not being allowed back
to their labs. Since we are

all engaged in the fight against terror,
we surely need to strengthen ties with 
all our allies to tackle global problems.
Creeping isolationism will damage those
civilized virtues we are all fighting to 
protect.

Of course, there is much that optical
science and engineering can do to help
make this a safer world. In the fight
against terrorism, our contributions
range from imaging and other systems
used in biometric recognition to the
detection of harmful chemical and bio-
logical agents. OSA has done much in 
this area by encouraging topical meet-
ings and briefings to address these
important issues.

On a different front, optical scientists
and engineers are involved in the genera-
tion of absolutely secure communica-
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FROM THE PRESIDENT

A s I write this letter, I am sitting in 
a lounge at London’s Heathrow

Airport en route to the OSA Leadership
Meeting in Washington, D.C. At least I
hope I am en route, after experiencing a
couple of days of flights being cancelled
following security alerts based on intelli-
gence reports.

Times have certainly changed since I
joined the OSA Board of Directors sev-
eral years ago: in those innocent days,
international travel was more carefree
and OSA benefited from the enthusias-
tic work of volunteers who could hop
on a plane to participate in meetings
without tremendous delays. We still have
the enthusiastic and hard working volun-
teers of course. But we live in riskier
times. Government
responses can make our
lives safer, as well as—
sometimes—harder.

How does this affect
OSA members? Those
from outside the U.S. have
been affected most, it
seems. Travel to the U.S.
has become more difficult;
many scientists are experi-
encing major problems
because of delays in being granted visas.

A recent joint statement from 
the National Academies of Science,
Engineering and Medicine stated:
“Recent efforts of our government to
constrain the flow of international visi-
tors in the name of national security are
having serious unintended consequences
for American science, engineering and
medicine. If we continue to exclude for-
eign researchers from conferences held in
the USA, then those meetings may cease
to take place in this country in the future,
depriving many American scientists of
the opportunity to participate in them.”

Already it seems that the Interna-
tional Astronomical Union has declined
an offer to hold the next general assembly
in Hawaii because of such fears. We at
OSA have experienced the situation first-

The World’s Scientists 
Must Be Free to Interact

tions using the novel features enabled 
by quantum mechanics. The rapid rise 
of electronic communication and com-
merce has led to increasing concern
about the security and authentication of
electronic messages. This is, of course,
not a new problem. Since the earliest
record of humanity there has been a need
to communicate secrets. For millennia,
communicating parties have devised
schemes whereby messages can be
authenticated (the signature) and secured
from unauthorized access (cryptogra-
phy). Modern methods for secure com-
munication always involve the prior
exchange of a random number, or binary
string, called the key. If the communicat-
ing parties share this number with each
other and no one else, messages can be
securely encrypted and decoded. The
method is, however, vulnerable to a
third party acquiring access to the key.
Quantum mechanics enables two com-
municating parties to arrive at a shared
secure key and yet be certain that no
eavesdropper has acquired the key.

This issue of OPN features an article
by a pioneer of quantum cryptography,
Norbert Lütkenhaus, who reviews how
developments in quantum optics have
already arrived at an engineering solu-
tion to the problem of secure data
transmission.

This is one of many examples of how
OSA members are working on issues
which affect the security of all of us.
I am sure we will hear of more.

Creeping 
isolationism 
will damage

those civilized
virtues we are 

all fighting 
to protect.

Peter L. Knight
OSA President

Tell us what you think: http://www.osa-opn.org/survey.cfm
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