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(Note: The interview is in two files labeled Paul Peercy 1 and 2. The first file consists of the introduction and stops when Dean Peercy asks to switch off the recording to get a drink of water.  When the recording resumes, the digital recorder automatically creates a new file, which I have labeled Paul Peercy 2 - Ayeshah)
So just for the record if you could state your name.
The name is Paul Peercy.

And this is Ayeshah Iftikhar conducting the interview. It is September 23rd 2010, and we are in Dean Peercy’s office. Some of the questions I will ask you may seem very rudimentary and basic but this is because people accessing the archive will not have this basic information (so this is for them). So if you could describe your role in the early development of WID-MIR?
I was - (At this point, Dean Peercy asks to switch off the recorder while he gets a drink of water.  He suffers from allergies, which are irritating his throat. Recording stops and restarts).
Anytime you want me to switch it off, just let me know.

I was in the audience when the governor announced the state funding of $50 million for the Wisconsin Institute for Discovery.  That announcement and the idea behind the announcement was basically developed in response to the proposition that was passed in California to put a lot of state money, I think it was $3 billion, into stem cell research. As we all know, the pioneering breakthroughs of the human stem cell work came from UW Madison. And so the university, as well as the state, was intent on remaining a leader in that area. After that announcement, a committee was formed to define what the Institute should look like, what it should do. I was not on that committee but the result of the committee for whatever reason needed to be reworked, and I was asked by the Chancellor some time later if I would chair a very small committee of faculty to develop a vision for the Wisconsin Institute for Discovery. And I worked with that committee to develop that vision, and as time would have it, the provost had agreed to give a presentation at (switches on power point presentation on the screen behind me to verify the date and title, and reads) the Biotech and Medical Devices Association meeting in October 2005. But the Provost had announced his retirement, and since I had developed – the committee that I chaired – had developed this vision, he asked if I would give that presentation in his place, since he was leaving the next week, literally. 
(02:45)
And so I presented the presentation that I had put together to the Chancellor for his critique, approval, comments, and he was quite supportive of it, so I presented that to the Biotech and Medical Devices Associations Meeting, where it was very well received. But because at that time it had not really been approved widely across campus, I did not feel it appropriate to distribute it, although I did go visit with John Morgridge at Cisco systems at the time and presented my vision to him, which was really the interdisciplinary research at the overlap, the intersection of biotech, info tech and nano tech to advance our fundamental understating of human biology, human health and human healthcare. And this played out over time as I presented an updated version of this to the Wisconsin Alumni Research Foundation Board of Trustees in February 2006. At that time, John and Tashia Morgridge had committed $50 million to match the state’s $50 million, and the WARF Board of Trustees had committed $50 million to match also. So that brought up $150 million and the discussion among the Board of Trustees and others was to create a public Wisconsin Institute for Discovery and a private institute that would, in principle, help move the advances in our knowledge and our tools and technologies more rapidly into the private sector or into healthcare, into hospitals, wherever it needed to go to make an impact. 
(05:19).
Then I was asked to put together a management structure for the two organizations. I suspect I was asked that because I came from the private sector and had put together management structures for private organizations as well as of course being a Dean of College of Engineering and Management structure in a public research university. So a straw man organizational structure was put together, which then was improved on by others and evolved over time to the organizational structure that we have today. But a lot of the characteristics of the original organizational structure, of course, were still maintained so that there would be communication at the appropriate levels between the two organizations, and the intellectual property would be managed at appropriate levels in the two organizations.
(06:22)
Now was this the MIR steering committee? Because you served on quite a number of committees here. At least what I have here is the initial MIR Steering Committee, the Building Committee, WID program committee, MIR Executive Director Advisory Committee, WID Steering Committee and Project Management Team.
That is correct. And so what I’m telling you is the history before that, that led up to those and the presentation of the organizational structures was made to the WARF Board of Trustees and the Morgridges.
So we’re still in the planning phase.

(He turns on the power point presentation on the screen behind me).
And there it is behind you!
(07:17)
Oh! Okay! Would it be possible to get a copy of this?

I will have to ask Carl, but sure. I think this presentation was given in February 2006. And then you’re right, after the organizations were formed, we wanted to get them off to a rapid start and WARF was incredibly generous with a seed grant program. And I chaired the seed grant selection committee and Marsha Seltzer was a member of that committee as well as several other people. I think you should be able to find the names of everybody on that committee. The purpose of that seed grant program was to jump start the research while the buildings were being designed and built, so that we would be ready for major full blown programs at that time the facility became available. We selected various proposals in that process, and I think it’s been a very successful program. It did in fact stimulate a lot of interest across campus, and if you want, I’m certainly able to find how many proposals we received. But I think we had faculty from – not every department on campus – but almost every department on campus as an author or co-author on one of their proposals. We used a two step process. One was a very short white paper and then after the committee went through and selected a certain fraction of those for full proposals and then reviewed the full proposals and selected them, so it was again a full faculty participation effort to get as many people’s views and opinions as we could. 
(09:29)

And there were also several information meetings that I participated in to answer questions from potential principal investigators or participants on one or more of the seed grant proposals. Then you’re correct that I served on the program committee after that, that defined the program for the WID and of course, MIR is private, so they, as any private organization would, developed their own focus areas independent of the public domain, although we kept good communication back and forth so that we would have complementary programs, and not be in competition but in cooperation.
(10:35)
So how would you say your role and expertise affected these committees? What particular strengths did you bring to them?
Well I’m not sure how my role and expertise affected these committees except that as the Dean of Engineering, I was really a neutral party because independent of which focus areas were chosen, if we’re going to make them available to meet the needs of people, to improve human health and human healthcare, engineers need to be involved. They may or may not need to lead, but they need to be involved because it is part of the responsibility of engineers to move solutions out of the research laboratory, and into wherever they need to go whether that be into hospitals, into pharmaceutical companies or into the communities or into industry. 
(11:50)
So what were some of the major accomplishments of these committees?

Well, I think the major accomplishments at the end of the day were not only establishing the research with the seed grant program that WARF had funded, but also designing the Institutes and their management structure as well as defining the focus areas for research in WID.  It turns out that three of the principal investigators are tenured in the College of Engineering. A fourth is tenured in the computer science department, but with an affiliate appointment in industrial and systems engineering, and that’s four of the five focus areas, which I’m sure you have. The other area in which I was active throughout was on the building committee and this was an interesting exercise in that we needed to design the building before the program had been fully defined. Having said that, once you’ve developed the focus of the program as the overlap of biotech, info tech, nano tech, you have a very good idea of what kind of facilities you are going to need. We made another decision: that we would not duplicate facilities that we already had on campus if those facilities could be used by the principal investigators and scientists and engineers in the Wisconsin Institute for Discovery. I’ll give you an example.  We have a cleanroom in the College of Engineering. If you need access to a cleanroom, it’s a very expensive operation but we have a very high quality cleanroom which can be used.

(14:27)

What does “cleanroom” mean? Sorry I’m ignorant.

A cleanroom is a room in which the humidity, temperature and particles, particular matter, is controlled very precisely. So when you go in, it means exactly what it says: it’s clean. The environment is clean. The dirtiest things in the cleanroom are people. And so people are put up dressed in suits that try to prevent them from generating particles, you know, snuffing of skin or whatever. So that whatever you’re working on, which usually is with great precision. It might be a few atoms across or a few hundred atoms across. It’s very tiny, very well defined and if you get a dust particle on it, you probably will end up with a fatal flaw. You can’t afford those. There are certain things that need that kind of facility. E.g. all of the state of the art integrated circuits today are manufactured in a cleanroom. It’s called a laminar flow cleanroom. So are the hard drives on your computer.
(15:52)
(8 second pause)

So you were saying, going back (to where we left off), that the building had to be designed before the idea was fully defined?
Well the idea was fully defined, but the research projects that were going in had not been identified at the start of the building design. So we needed to design a building that could accommodate them. We needed to design a building that had wet labs; space for analytical instrumentation; space for information technology and computing; and a lot of space for interaction and collaboration. In the terms of today, we talk about interdisciplinary research. If you were to go back to the terms of 150 years, you would call these areas part of natural philosophy. It’s one discipline. Interdisciplinary research is a construct that exists because if you go back 150 years ago or 100 years ago, we did not have enough scientific knowledge and fundamental understanding to deal with nature as nature was, so we artificially broke nature into physics, and then we pulled chemistry out of physics and biology out of chemistry. And then we pulled the applied part of these out and called those engineering. Much of the engineering in the early part of the last century was based on advances in our understanding of physical sciences and later chemical sciences. Today, because our scientific understanding has become so profound not only in physics and chemistry but also in the biological sciences that you could see how they all fit together. Last century, we pulled physics apart, for example, into high energy physics, low energy physics, nuclear physics, solid state physics, atomic physics, molecular physics, laser physics, etc., into these little sub disciplines. We did the same thing with chemistry and engineering – created many disciplines, but there is no boundary between those disciplines today and there is no boundary between the sciences and engineering today. Last century was a century of disintegration as we pulled the discipline apart. This century is a century of integration as we put the discipline back together. Because our scientific tools, our engineering tools and our scientific and engineering knowledge are so profound that we can now work these much, much bigger problems that nature gives us. But because of the way in which our educational system is broken apart around the world, we need to bring the expertise from the different parts together so they talk to each other and then we will educate students increasingly that have not only greater scientific and technical depth in their discipline but also interdisciplinary breadth so that they can work together more in what we call interdisciplinary teams, what I call putting nature back together. Nature doesn’t know where mechanical engineering stops and where material science and engineering begins. Right? 
(19:52)
Yeah, right. So then from your point of view, what was the most compelling reason for the development of these Institutes?

I think the most compelling reason for developing these institutes is to create an environment and a culture that takes interdisciplinary collaboration or as I call it, putting the pieces back together to a much higher level than we have been able to do in an intrinsically disciplinary environment. We still have a lot of collaboration across campus. We’re very good – especially at the research and graduate level and interdisciplinary collaboration on this campus – it’s one of our real strengths. But if you’re going to put it all back together and tackle some of these really big problems and really large challenges facing the US and the world, then you actually have to provide, a manner, a mechanism and a process where you can improve even more on the collaboration we have and the environment we have for collaboration. I’ve talked about the physical sciences, chemical sciences biological sciences and engineering, but that’s today. The other big part is – that tomorrow we’re going to be bringing in the social sciences and humanities and other – I’ll use the word disciplines because that’s the language we use – other disciplines, like psychology, together with the physical, biological sciences, medical sciences, engineering, etc. That is going to be a major part of solving these problems. Said differently, if I figure out how to provide clean water to some country in the undeveloped world, if I can’t change their culture to keep the water clean, that solution will not last. The same thing is true with healthcare.  When we come up with big solutions for healthcare, e.g. a vaccine, if the culture will not allow me to vaccinate the children, I can’t do anything about it. That’s why we need much more than the sciences and engineering to address some of these big challenges.
Well, coming from a cultural anthropology perspective, I totally agree with you there (laughs).
(22:36)

Right. I think this is a great opportunity for this campus. The way I’ve always looked at the Wisconsin Institutes for Discovery is that they’re the hub of a hub and spoke system, which reaches out across the campus, and so the number of faculty members and students and staff that are involved in related research will be much larger than the number that are located physically in that facility.  The WID will be the great success when we have the spokes going to all parts of campus that the faulty engage. But the Town Center and the facilities will become the focus of those activities. The Town Center and the facilities will also become the focus of the outreach to the next generation to the K through 12 outreach programs and also to the citizens of the city and the state as well as to policymakers.

(23:50)

So did these concepts change over time as WID…?

(Responds before I finish my sentence) The concepts changed between the first planning committee whose concepts never really got implemented to the second planning committee where we came up with a much tighter focus and a crisp vision for what we wanted these institutes to do. That was created before we knew that there would be two institutes and it was after that concept and vision was socialized and discussed and elaborated upon that it generated enough excitement and enthusiasm and support that the project grew from a $50 million project with state money only to a $150 million vision with both public and private money from WARF and John and Tashia Morgridge.

(25: 18)
So looking ahead a few years, how will we know that these Institutes – which were created as an experiment – how will we know that this experiment has succeeded or is at least going well in some ways?

I think there are going to be several metrics. Let me give you one. When people from around the nation and around the world are knocking on our door and wanting to spend sabbatical time with us, we will know that we have been a success. When people around the world start emulating this structure of public-private partnerships, I think we will know that we have been a success, and when people around the world are willing to support the research that goes on, on both sides of the organization and we see real impact on the quality of life because of the knowledge gained and the technology transferred and applied, we will know that we have been successful.
(26:34)
And what about the challenges?

The challenges are going to be the continued culture change that is required as we explore how to collaborate across disciplinary boundaries that have not been traditional boundaries to cross in collaboration. Let me make that more explicit. It’s very natural for engineers of certain disciplines to collaborate with physicists and very natural for engineers of other disciplines to collaborate with chemists. We have much less experience in collaborating between engineers and anthropologists or physicists and anthropologists or social scientists or artists in those areas so I think the challenge will be learning each other languages – which by the way was the biggest challenge in getting strong collaboration between physical sciences and biological sciences. The two groups speak a different language. The same thing is true to a certain extent between physics and chemistry. The two disciplines speak a different language which is not as different so part of it is learning each other’s language and the other part is learning what each discipline can bring to bear on the problem and add real value in the collaboration.
(28:14)
So going off of that how do you see the relationship between WID and MIR?

I think the relationship between the WID and MIR would be sort of like the relationship between the College of Engineering and WARF but much closer and much different in that when we hand off something to the WARF, they don’t necessary continue to develop it in a scientific and technical perspective, but they try to commercialize it or license it. Whereas I can see MIR taking research concepts – research demonstration concepts, and hardening those into something that can be manufactured and marketed. There’s a phrase in the tech transfer world which I’m not particularly fond of but it’s quite common. It’s called the “Valley of Death” and the “Valley of Death” refers to the fact that it takes a lot more time, money and effort to develop a product that has been demonstrated to be successful and valuable in the research world into a hardened manufacturing prototype so that you can actually manufacture and deliver it. It costs a lot of money, a lot of time, and a lot of ideas to get the innovation to the demonstration phase, but you still don’t get to the manufacturing phase. You would hope that this close partnership would help accelerate the rate at which it can move through the process and also help some of those that might not have made it otherwise, but were very valuable to become successful products and services.
(30:12)
So we’re coming to the end of the interview and I know that you have a conference call at 2, so I’ll just make this quick. In its early development, what kinds of relationships were the Institutes intended to have with the rest of the campus?
It’s to be an integral part of campus. I referred to it as the hub and spokes?
Yes.
And the spokes should cover the campus. You don’t want the Institute to be a standalone institute. You want it to be part of this – certainly the WID – part of this campus. And that was one of the reasons for the Town Center – to make it a welcoming place for people from all across the campus as well as for people from the community and from middle schools and high schools.
(31:02)
So when you think of the publics or the audiences for the Institutes, who is paying attention to what happens here and what do you think they expect?

Well it’s a little bit early to answer that question, but I would expect a lot of the high school teachers, the middle school teachers, elementary school teachers, a lot of the K through 12 students, and I would expect a lot of the general public as well as the politicians and policy makers to be paying a lot of attention to what happens here.

Thank you very much Dean Peercy, is there anything else you want to add?

No I’m afraid I have another (meeting). 

Alright yes, thank you so much!
But after you’ve transcribed that, if you want to talk to me more?
Alright.
(End interview)
(31:51)
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