
Financial Reports were recently presented at the IUPAC Council 
on 12–13 August 2007. Details are included in the Council 
agenda book, which is available online at <www.iupac.org/symposia/
conferences/ga07/council_agenda.html>. At its meeting, the Council 
approved the Budget for 2008–2009, including an increase in 
the total National Subscriptions of 3 percent per annum. 

On January 2008, Dr. Buxtorf will be succeeded by Prof. 
John Corish from Ireland. Elected as the new Treasurer by 
the Council on 13 August 2007, Corish has served IUPAC in 
many functions since 1979, including a four-year term on the 
Finance Committee and earlier a four-year term as president 
of the Inorganic Chemistry Division.

broadly when soliciting funding for its work, without 
jeopardizing the idea of disseminating its know-how 
for free, especially to countries isolated from the 
mainstream of chemical knowledge. We may have 
to search more for contributions and grants from 
foundations to support specific activities that help to 
create “a better world.” If we want IUPAC to become 
a more lively organization, we will need more financial 
help from the outside. And better visibility for IUPAC 
will only enhance its ability to advance worldwide 
chemistry. 

Christoph F. Buxtorf <ch.buxtorf@dplanet.ch> is the current treasurer of IUPAC and 
a member of the Executive Committee. He is retired from Novartis Crop Protection 
where he was head of the Production and Technology Division.
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Wöhler’s Masterpiece

Friedrich Wöhler (1800–1882), one of the most 
important German chemists of the 19th century, 
is best known for his serendipitous prepara-

tion of urea from ammonium cyanate in 1828. This 
momentous discovery happened at a time when most 
scientists believed that naturally occurring organic 
compounds such as urea, which was first isolated from 
urine by the French chemist Hilaire Marin Rouelle in 
1773, could only be produced by living organisms. 
Thus, Wöhler’s synthesis of urea not only helped to 
bridge the gap between organic and inorganic chem-
istry that prevailed then, but also played a key role 
in the demise of the vitalistic theory. It is also worth 
noting that Wöhler was a man of many talents: He 
discovered organic radicals with his lifelong friend 
and collaborator Justus von Liebig, he worked with 
Berzelius on the isolation of beryllium and silicon, he 
prepared the first (impure) sample of metallic alu-
minum, and he was a prolific writer and a dedicated 
teacher at the University of Göttingen for more than 
45 years.

The 100th anniversary of Wöhler’s death was com-
memorated with the stamp that illustrates this note, 
issued in Germany on 12 August 1982. It displays a 
beautiful ball-and-stick diagram of urea, clearly show-

ing a carbon–oxygen double bond for the carbonyl 
group, and a balanced chemical equation for its syn-
thesis from ammonium cyanate. Interestingly, the latter 
is a relatively unstable species that can be generated 
from the reaction of silver cyanate with ammonium 
chloride or the treatment of lead cyanate with aque-
ous ammonia, two of the methods originally reported 
by Wöhler. However, urea is nowadays obtained indus-
trially on a massive scale from ammonia and carbon 
dioxide (i.e., the Bosch–Meiser process), and some 
90 percent of the world production (more than 
100 megatonne per year!) is used as a fertilizer.

Written by Daniel Rabinovich <drabinov@email.uncc.edu>.
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See also www.iupac.org/publications/ci/indexes/
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