
Germany’s strict laws governing human 
embryonic stem (ES) cells are no longer 
appropriate and need to be relaxed, says the 
country’s main funding agency, the DFG.
Backing its arguments with an 80-page 
report released on 10 November, the DFG 
argues that its previous support for a 
cautious approach is no longer valid.
When the DFG speaks, politicians listen, 
and a parliamentary debate is 
now likely. But federal research 
minister Annette Schavan, a 
Christian Democrat, swiftly 
rejected any fundamental 
change to the rules, which 
forbid German researchers from 
working on human ES cell lines 
created after January 2002. The 
penalty for doing so, either in or 
outside Germany, is up to three 
years in prison.
The DFG calls for three 
changes to the law. First, that the cut-off 
date be removed to give researchers access 
to the newer, better stem-cell lines used in 
other countries. Second, that human ES cell 
lines be allowed to be imported for clinical 
as well as research purposes. And third, 
that the threat of punishment for German 
researchers working abroad be lifted.
Despite Schavan’s rejection of the 
recommendations, there are splits on the 
issue for the first time in both her party and 
its sister party, the Christian Socialists, with 
some members calling for the cut-off date to 
be abolished. The Social Democrat coalition 
partner and the opposition Free Democrats 
are also split.
In previous statements in 1999 and 

2001, the DFG called for continuing public 
debate about the possible benefits and 
limitations of stem-cell research, and for 
further research into the potential of adult 
stem cells to provide an alternative source of 
cells capable of generating different types of 
tissue. Its current report acknowledges that 
the past five years of international research 
has not only cast doubt on the potential of 

adult stem cells, but has also 
made clinical applications of 
human ES cells foreseeable. 
German researchers are being 
left behind, the report says, and 
isolated further by a reluctance 
abroad to include German 
researchers on international 
stem-cell committees for fear 
they may be prosecuted at home. 
The outcome of the debate 
is uncertain, but politicians 
are broadly supportive of 

decriminalizing research on human ES cells 
by German scientists in countries where it 
is allowed.
Responding to the DFG’s report, 
Schavan also promised to launch “in the 
near future” a research programme for 
alternatives to human ES cells. But this just 
annoyed researchers more. “This top-down 
attempt to provide alternatives has been the 
ministry’s line since the beginning, and has 
been shown not to work,” says Oliver Brüstle, 
head of the Institute for Reconstructive 
Neurobiology at the University of Bonn, one 
of the DFG report’s 12 authors. “It will be 
extremely dangerous to ignore international 
developments,” he warns.  ■
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Selective evidence: data on crime initiatives 

were ignored by the UK Home Office.

If the details are confirmed, the 
abduction will be the biggest single 
event in a steady campaign of 

attacks and assassinations against 
Iraqi academics during the bloody 
aftermath of Saddam Hussein’s fall. 
More than 200 are thought to have 
been killed, and hundreds more 
have fled the country (see Nature 
441, 1036–1037; 2006). 
Lack of investigation and 

prosecutions means that little 
is known about who carries out 
such attacks, and the motives are 
thought to vary. Some victims have 
certainly been targeted in revenge 
for past political allegiances, but 
many believe that there is also an 
organized campaign to eliminate 

intellectuals, as part of an attempt 
to make the country ungovernable.
“Terrorist forces are out to 

scare the scientific community,” 
Al-Hussaini told Nature earlier this 
year. He believes that academics are 
targeted because they enjoy “much 
greater prestige and status than in 
the West, and could transform Iraq 
into a modern society”.
Scientific and human-rights 

organizations, including Scholars 
at Risk, the International Council 
for Science and the American 
Association for the Advancement 
of Science, have called for 

assassinations and attacks to be 
better investigated, for security 
to be boosted at universities, and 
for those most at risk to be given 
asylum at universities abroad.
But the killings continue. Among 

the most recent murders was 
that of Essam al-Rawi, a geologist 
and president of the University 
Professors’ Union, who was shot 
dead on 30 October. A few days 
later, gunmen killed Jassim 
al-Asadi, a dean of the University 
of Baghdad, along with his wife 
and son.  ■
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science adviser, would be able to speak out if 
government science policy diverged sharply 
from the evidence, whereas few would 
expect such independence of US presi-
dential science adviser John Marburger. 
But during King’s six years in office, gov-
ernment policy and scientific thinking on 
high-profile issues such as climate change 
have not diverged substantially. An interest-
ing test of his independence, and the gov-
ernment’s commitment to evidence-based 
policy, will occur when they do. ■
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is against changing 

Germany’s rules. 

Security has been tightened at 

Iraq’s higher-education ministry.

INDIA’S MONSOONS 
CAUSE MORE FLOODING 
Rains hitting in the wrong 
place and time bring 
disaster.
www.nature.com/news
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