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Provisional title: “Scientists speak, but is government listening?” or “Science should not be a Political Football when it comes to the COVID-19 Crisis” 
U.S. taxpayers have funded much of our nation’s scientific research very generously over many decades. The return on that investment has been incalculable and includes job creation, astounding telecommunication technologies and the first really robust remedies for many cancers. As Nobel Laureates, we see the COVID-19 epidemic as another instance where our country should be benefiting from all this research, this time to solve an existential crisis. However, we have been increasingly disheartened, even appalled, by the uneven application of scientific knowledge and scientific thinking in government decision making. 
That we have learned so much about the virus in such a short time attests to the success of science. Because of past discoveries in virology, scientists were quickly able to identify the coronavirus and tell us what the beast is made of. Because the virus particle has an envelope that disintegrates in soapy water, handwashing and decontamination are really useful. Inside the viral envelope sits its genome, made of RNA (which is related to DNA).  Reading the RNA sequence immediately identified the viral proteins, including the spike protein that we’re using to make vaccines and the replicase enzyme that is being targeted by antiviral drugs.  And amplifying the viral RNA sequence by the Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR) allows specific and sensitive detection of the virus.
Given that PCR was discovered by a U.S. Nobel Laureate, Kary Mullis, and developed in the U.S., it is a national embarrassment that our country was not able to quickly and broadly implement at least that test – if not a much quicker and cheaper one.
Medical scientists know much about how the virus spreads, although we'd like more information. What we already know tells us that to be safe we need to avoid large crowds, practice social distancing and wear face masks. The disdain some of our fellow citizens show for face masks is particularly puzzling to us: if these people were having a hip replacement or open-heart surgery and the surgeon showed up without a face mask, would they be comfortable? This leads to the question of why some of our political leaders are not willing to step up to the plate on this issue. Public safety shouldn’t be political; it is simply a rational response to scientific evidence. 
We know that our doctors, nurses, and police, fire, and ambulance first-responders are particularly at risk because of their frequent exposure to those infected (we even have a mathematical, scientific formula for it!). Failing to supply them with sufficient Personal Protective Equipment is not only inhumane, it’s contributing to viral spread. This isn’t a political issue. It shouldn’t be debatable. 
Thus, science provides us with real facts that can and should be the basis for rational policies. Certainly, science doesn't have an answer for every question about the COVID-19 pandemic.  Some questions like "when should we open our neighborhood school or university?" go beyond the sciences of medicine and biology, because they involve economics, social sciences, and politics. But even here, science can provide some important guidance for how and under what conditions we can safely open. 
We’ve also seen a lot of confusion about how the scientific process works. We don’t claim perfection. In fact, a good scientist is constantly questioning what is “known,” even if it’s their own theory. However, just because we do not yet know all the facts does not detract from the strength of the fundamental facts that science has established. Some scientific knowledge – e.g., the double-helical structure of DNA, the genetic code, the microbial basis for infectious disease -- has been so uniformly powerful for understanding nature that we no longer question it. But the coronavirus is a new beast. We are still in a steep part of our learning curve about it; our ability to give sound explanations and advice improves daily as we gather more data, do more research and critically test our disease models. 
The last time we checked, the coronavirus was neither a Republican nor a Democrat. And nor should public health be a partisan issue. Our citizens paid for the science that can guide us through this pandemic, so let’s reap the return on that investment.
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