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A REGRETTABLE MISTAKE IN THE AWARD OF THE 2003
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GHEORGHE BENGA, THE FIRST DISCOVERER OF THE
WATER CHANNEL PROTEIN IN THE RED BLOOD CELL
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Water channel proteins or aquaporins are the
latest “newcomers” firstly in the field of
physiology and secondly in cell and molecular
biology. They represent a group of plasma
membrane proteins that have as property to
greatly increase the water transport across these
membranes. Their discovery was (and still is) an
object of controversy because the scientist who
was awarded the 2003 Nobel Prize for Chemistry
“for the discovery of water channels” (24) does
not recognize, at least in one of his latest articles
that I have read (18) that his discovery was
preceeded by the discovery of our distinguished
colleague, Professor Gheorghe Benga from Cluj-
Napoca. This is despite the many reviews and a
book (3) published by Benga before (2,4-7) or
after the Nobel Prize award (8,9).

The first proof dates from Benga’s 1986
publications (12,13), two years before Agre
communicated his discovery (16). Peter Agre
was recently distinguished with the Nobel Prize
(24), in this way an act of injustice was
committed. It is a regrettable omission and a new
act of injustice to a Romanian researcher,
Professor Gheorghe Benga, similarly to the act of
injustice committed many years ago to Professor
Nicolae Paulescu, the discoverer of insulin (20).

After their discovery the distribution of over
10 aquaporins known today and their structure
were uncovered, their actions and main
physiological roles were described, as well as a
substantial part of their implications in
pathology. Benga’s group has also a world
priority in describing the medical implications of
water channel proteins (19,21), notably in child
epilepsy (10,11) and Duchenne muscular
dystrophy (14,15,21).

I cite a few words that I wrote in one of our
Romanian medical publications last year (17):
“After the well known act of injustice committed

in the last century by the members of the Nobel
Prize Committee for Physiology or Medicine who
have not recognized the priority of the discovery
of insulin by Nicolae Paulescu, another Romanian
scientist was excluded from the Nobel Prize (this
time the 2003 Nobel Prize in Chemistry). This is
the case this time with Professor Gheorghe Benga
(from the prestigious Cluj medical school), the
discoverer of the water channel protein in the red
blood cell membrane several years before the first
researches of Peter Agre and his coworkers. As
water exchange through cell membranes lay at the
basis of vital cell processes I consider that the
discovery by Gheorghe Benga of the first protein
responsible for the passive transport of water is a
fundamental contribution to the elucidation of the
chemical and physiological mechanisms of
maintaining the various forms of cellular activity,
that fully justifies his inclusion as the main author
of the discovery of water channels and legitimate
candidate for the 2003 Nobel Prize in Chemistry.

For us is a duty of honor to recognize the
priority of the discovery of aquaporin by
Professor Gheorghe Benga and also sincerely
regret that such injustices continue, despite the
evidence recognized even by the beneficiary of
the Nobel Prize awarded (1).”

The priority of Gheorghe Benga is now
recognized by a great number of scientists from
all over the world (22,23).

I would like to thank Professor Benga for his
efforts made not for his own glory, but for a just
recognition and wish him success in this “cruel”
battle to reestablish the truth in this field of
science. Fraud in science still persists and from
time to time some a treated as such. However, a
lot escape.

I must add that my opinion is very similar to
that of another most distinguished Romanian
scientist, established in the USA, Professor

Copyright © 2006 C.M.B. Edition



I. HAULICA

Gh. Benga, the first discoverer of a water channel

George Emil Palade (1974 Nobel Laureate in
Physiology or Medicine), who wrote, on
December 4, 2003, in a letter to the “Iuliu
Hatieganu” University of Medicine and
Pharmacy in Cluj-Napoca:

“Dear Doctor Benga,

I did not expect The Nobel Committee for
Chemistry to select water channels as area to
give prominence this year and I did not realize
either how close is your work to that of Peter
Agre.

The idea of a petition has the merit of
attracting the attention to the scientific
community to the regrettable mistake of your
omission from the group of laureates this year.

It is highly unlikely that the committee will
reverse it’s decision but none the less it is
important to register your grievance.

In any case I signed the petition received from
you; I wish you enough courage and strength to
carry through this battle and I remain your
sincerely,

George E. Palade”
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