
9 FEBRUARY 2007 VOL 315 SCIENCE www.sciencemag.org790

C
R

E
D

IT
S

 (
T

O
P

 T
O

 B
O

T
T

O
M

):
 D

A
V

ID
 P

A
U

L
 M

O
R

R
IS

/G
E

T
T

Y
; 
C

O
U

R
T

E
S

Y
 O

F
 S

. 
K

O
O

N
IN

LONDON—Steven Koonin’s career took a sur-
prising turn in 2004. After nearly 3 decades
as an academic theoretical physicist, includ-
ing 9 years as provost of the California Insti-
tute of Technology (Caltech) in Pasadena, he
pulled up his southern-California roots and
moved to London to become chief scientist of
the oil company BP. But his new role is not all
about oil. BP was the first major oil company
to acknowledge publicly that people may be
causing climate change. Now, committed to
move “beyond petroleum,” it is complement-
ing oil exploration with investment in solar
and wind power, clean coal technology, and
biofuels. Koonin’s job is to help allocate BP’s
$500-million-a-year research funding, plot its
technology strategy, and generally evangelize
about the energy challenges facing the world.
“Sometimes I feel like I’ve got the most won-
derful job in the world,” Koonin says.

Speaking in BP’s smart headquarters in
St. James Square, Koonin, 55, reflects on a
career that has also taken him into climate
research and science advice. “I like finding
out about the way the world works, and … I
like learning new things.” He’s a quick study:
Colleagues and energy-policy experts are
impressed by his knowledge of what is essen-
tially a new field to him. “He’s risen to the
challenge and has enormous influence in the
company,” says physicist Ernest Moniz of the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT)
in Cambridge, a former Department of
Energy undersecretary who also sits on an
advisory panel for BP. “He’s well past the
hump on the learning curve,” says solar physi-

cist Philip Goode of the New Jersey Institute
of Technology in Newark.

Koonin was born and raised in New York
City, educated at Caltech and MIT, and joined
the Caltech faculty in 1975 specializing in
nuclear and many-body theory. Computers
were developing rapidly at the time, and
Koonin found “lots of things to apply comput-
ing methods to.” At one point, he says, a repre-
sentative from IBM offered him a new device
called a personal computer to see if he could
find uses for it. In the mid-1980s, he got
involved in science advice to government,
eventually joining JASON, an independent
group of scientists that advises the govern-
ment on science and technology.

Some work for JASON led to the Earth-
shine project, an effort to monitor Earth’s
reflectance by measuring how much earthlight
falls on the moon’s dark face. “Earthshine
helps us to understand the role of clouds in cli-
mate,” says Goode, Koonin’s collaborator.

After he became Caltech’s provost in
1995, Koonin oversaw a major overhaul of
the institute’s biological sciences and expan-
sion of neurosciences, as well as its involve-
ment in projects such as the Thirty Meter
Telescope. But in 2003 when a colleague told
him BP was looking for a chief scientist, he
decided to take the plunge. “I wanted to find
out how the private sector works,” he says, and
energy “was going to be interesting.”

Koonin says he spent his first year and a
half in the job learning about energy, a process
that changed his views. “I was more skeptical
about climate change a few years ago. Now
I’ve come round more toward the IPCC view.”
(The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change has concluded that temperatures are
rising in part as a result of human activity.)
Like most energy pundits, he sees no silver
bullet that will save the planet from climate
change, but “some ammo has a bigger caliber
than others.” He advocates large-scale efforts
in carbon sequestration at fossil fuel–burning
plants, as well as a new generation of nuclear
power stations. And he says it would be “irre-
sponsible” not to investigate other ways to
deal with global warming, such as geoengi-
neering: increasing Earth’s reflectivity by
pumping material into the upper atmosphere. 

One area claiming much of his attention is
biofuels. Current biofuel efforts, he argues,
are strapped onto agricultural food produc-
tion and are “not optimal.” Koonin wants to
galvanize geneticists, biotechnologists, agri-
cultural scientists, engineers, and others to
“do biofuels right.” BP has put up $500 mil-
lion over 10 years to create an Energy Bio-
sciences Institute (EBI). Five universities are
vying for this prize, and the winner should be
announced by the time this issue is published. 

This initiative has won plaudits. “Koonin
thought hard about how to structure the EBI,
and it will have a lot of impact,” says carbon
sequestration expert Robert Socolow of
Princeton University. “BP has made a com-
mitment to go big in energy biosciences. I
doubt this would have happened without
Steve Koonin,” says Moniz.

Koonin is pleased with the buzz the EBI
has caused. “Plant geneticists are talking to
chemists and engineers. … Researchers are
coming alive to the challenge,” he says. 

–DANIEL CLERY
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Steven Koonin gave up academic life in California for the harsh realities
of the energy industry, and he’s having a whale of a time 

Guiding an Oil Tanker Into
Renewable Waters

Alive to the challenge. Koonin wants to “do 
biofuels right.”

Going green. BP wants
some of its future fuels to
come from a field, not a well.
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