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A Russian renaissance?
Vladimir Putin’s promise to increase research spending is welcome — but his country’s scientific 
system needs a complete overhaul.

The shared burden
A proposed change to Germany’s constitution  
is needed for the future health of the universities.

It is hard to find anyone who can offer a sensible explanation for 
why the 16 German states signed up to a reform in 2006 that pre-
vented the federal government from directly injecting cash into 

their universities. Federal funds had previously been used to share 
the considerable burden of financing infrastructure and large equip-
ment in universities, for which the states have general responsibility. 
The reform made such sharing impossible. And that left universities, 
particularly those in poorer states, to deteriorate in quality.

Both federal and state governments now agree that the situation 
must be reversed — urgently, given the relative underfunding of Ger-
man universities. A proposal on 4 March by education and research 
minister Annette Schavan aims to do just that.

But the required (two-word) change to the German constitution is 
opposed by some political parties and certain states. Opponents say 
that the reform should not be limited to universities, and should allow 
the federal government to co-finance schools too — a demand that 
Schavan cannot accept. 

To understand the situation, one has to look back to Germany’s 1949 
post-war constitution, which was designed to ensure that a dictator 
could never again seize centralized power. This involved the creation of 
a highly federalized country with politically strong state governments. 

exclusive inner circle of buddies and dignitaries, as he has in the past, 
Putin should set up a truly independent scientific advisory council, 
ideally involving foreign scientists, to guide him through the neces-
sary changes. Russia’s partnership with the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology in Cambridge, which will help to set up a new research 

university in Skolkovo, near Moscow, is a 
first step in that direction. The creation of a 
well-funded granting agency for university 
research, with transparent and fair proce-
dures, would be a perfect sequel. 

Russia has its own rich traditions and 
intellectual culture. It need not imitate the 

scientific landscape of any foreign nation, but the blindness of parts 
of its scientific establishment to the necessity of change borders on 
negligence. It is time for that establishment to throw overboard the 
stubborn obscurantism that stands in the way of a renaissance of 
Russia’s proud scientific past. ■

The plight of Russian science was far from the minds of most 
of the protesters filling Moscow’s streets after the disputed 
parliamentary poll in December and the equally contested 

presidential elections on 4 March. The protests, the largest in the 
country for 20 years, reflect the alienation of Russia’s intelligentsia 
and rising urban middle-class from its inbred political leadership, 
and the autocratic tendencies scarcely veiled behind its assertions of 
democracy. Yet the crowds’ grievances do mirror some of the prob-
lems that are keeping Russian science down.

There is no doubt that the scientific system seriously lacks money. 
Vladimir Putin’s pre-election promise to pump funding into basic 
science and innovation (see page 253) as part of his plan to modernize 
and diversify Russia’s stagnating economy, which is heavily depend-
ent on energy exports, is welcome. His spending promises — and his 
opponents’ general lack of interest in science — may explain why many 
Russian academics and working scientists voted to return Putin to the 
presidency.

But Russian science is undergoing a crisis that runs deeper than 
money: the country’s publication output has declined in the past dec-
ade despite a slight recovery of the still-meagre public science budgets. 
More than 20 years after the end of the Soviet Union, Russia’s large 
research community is fundamentally divided over how it would like 
the domestic science funding system to operate. 

Russian scientists of all ages — not just those who have come of 
age since the fall of the Soviet Union — are sincerely inclined towards 
liberal democracy and open intellectual discourse. They believe that 
scientific systems based on peer-reviewed grant applications, although 
fiercely competitive, are preferable to any form of prescribed knowl-
edge production. But an influential class of old-school academicians 
and science administrators would rather return to communist secret 
practices than accept the norms and standards of what they see as 
Western science. Peer review? Project evaluation? Perish the thought.

It is mostly the latter group — together with Russia’s omnipresent 
Federal Security Service, formerly run by Putin — that has created the 
stifling bureaucracy and perplexing jungle of regulations and restric-
tions that many aspiring Russian scientists, let alone their foreign col-
laborators, have learned to hate. The travel and security restrictions that 
some Russian physicists are currently protesting against are just the most 
recent example of the harassment to which the apparatchiks subject  
scientists (see Nature http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nature.2012.9921; 
2012). Worse, favouritism and corruption pervade science and higher 
education — there is bribery from the lowest levels, with students paying 
teachers in exchange for passing exams, to the highest.

If science is to have a constructive role in shaping Russia’s future, 
Putin must tackle these problems as forcefully as possible. Economists 
say that a key test of his leadership will be how far he is prepared to go 
to reform the economy; his agenda should also include kick-starting 
overdue scientific reform. Rather than relying on the advice of an 

“Putin should 
set up a truly 
independent 
science advisory 
council.”
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Final say
Ongoing controversy over work at Japan’s 
Tohoku University must be resolved.

It is not easy for universities to investigate their own researchers. 
But as a case at Tohoku University shows, it is especially difficult in 
Japan — particularly when the scientist concerned is the university’s 

president. 
When concerns were raised in 2007 about irregularities in the 

research of Akihisa Inoue, who specializes in making metallic glasses, 
the university formed a committee to look into the matter. The com-
mittee determined that there was no case to answer and that the matter 
need not be investigated formally. But the decision satisfied few of 
his doubters, who criticized the committee for being heavily popu-
lated by university administrators whom Inoue had appointed to their 
posts (but not to the committee). The university says that there was 
no conflict of interest. 

Four years later, and with claims of problems in Inoue’s papers 
accumulating, the university formed another committee. This time 
it got an eminent outsider, Akito Arima, former president of Tokyo 
University, parliamentarian and minister of education, to lead. The 
committee focused on retractions of six papers on which Inoue had 
been an author. 

The committee concluded that the duplicate submissions that led to 
the retractions were an example of poor, but somewhat accepted, prac-
tice in the field of materials science. Duplicate publications, the report 
said, were bad, but “different from practices such as FFP [falsification, 
fabrication and plagiarism], which clearly have a negative impact on 
research.” In a formal statement, Inoue apologized and said that the 
university would quickly implement the report’s recommendations. 

The judgement was surprisingly light. Six retractions is a serious 

matter, although they may simply indicate that Inoue — who has 
more than 2,500 papers to his name — was trying to move too fast. As 
Inoue has told Nature, his laboratory did not always check its papers 
to ensure that its research was cited properly. 

Then, in April 2011, the Japan Science and Technology Agency 
(JST) formed a committee to find out whether the retractions, cor-
rections and other allegations had undermined the results of a project 
it had funded between 1997 and 2002. It found no reason to question 
the main findings, but concluded that 5 of 27 high-impact papers 
were duplicated in other papers by Inoue’s laboratory. But neither of 
these latest committees, as both acknowledge, investigated the more 
serious allegations against Inoue concerning irreproducibility of 
results (see Nature 470, 446–447; 2011). Inoue denies any manipu-
lation of data, and there is no evidence that he has committed any 
scientific misconduct.

The JST, in accordance with its policies, has now requested that the 
university look into the allegations. The university says that it will do 
so, but will give no details about the composition of the committee, or 
about the investigation’s mission, scope or expected date of completion.

Unlike countries such as the United States, Japan has no final arbiter 
for such issues. The Office of Research Integrity in Rockville, Mary-
land, for instance, as well as many funding agencies, can aggressively 
investigate allegations. Even if they don’t satisfy everyone, their deci-
sions are final, and for the most part fair.

The primary responsibility for investigating should always remain 
with the university, research institute or relevant scientific society. 
But Japan needs a procedure to oversee the committees that make 
these judgements. The authors of the JST report suggest that the 
Science Council of Japan (if given the necessary funding to repeat 
experiments) could fit this role. Such a body seems worthwhile, and 

it could very well have closed the arguments at 
Tohoku University that refuse to die even after 
nearly five years. Japan’s policy-makers should 
use the situation at Tohoku to create a mecha-
nism to handle situations such as these. ■

In particular, responsibility for education, the most sensitive political 
issue, was placed exclusively in the hands of the states. The constitu-
tion allowed the federal government to offer only short-term project 
money to universities.

This admirable philosophy was not without problems. Universi-
ties in the more cash-strapped states, such as Saarland in the west 
and Mecklenburg-Vorpommern in the east, could not compete with 
universities in rich states such as Bavaria and Baden-Württemberg in 
the south. And frustrated successive federal governments were unable 
to exert political influence to force universities to raise their game and 
become competitive. Despite Germany’s general wealth, barely half a 
dozen of its universities regularly appear in the Shanghai Jiao Tong 
University ranking of the world’s top 100 universities. The two most 
successful ones — the Technical University of Munich (now placed 
forty-seventh) and the Ludwig Maximilians University of Munich 
(placed fifty-fourth) — are in Bavaria. The University of Heidelberg 
in Baden-Württemberg comes in third, at sixty-second.

For decades, the federal and state governments have colluded to 
make exceptions to the strict federalization of universities in ways 
— such as in infrastructure — that did not allow the federal govern-
ment to exert political influence. A 2005 agreement to create the 
multibillion-euro Excellence Initiative — which will expire in 2017 
after two rounds — was something of an exception. The competi-
tion for graduate schools, research clusters and the coveted title of 
‘elite university’ indirectly allowed the federal government to exert  
its political will. 

So why the 2006 decision to stop money flowing to universities 
from the federal government? Probably because the 2006 federal 
reform was a much wider-ranging attempt to clarify responsibilities 

between governments on both levels that had, over the decades, been 
rendered fuzzy by the introduction of innumerable exceptions to 
the divisions laid out in the 1949 constitution. Universities were a 
tiny part of this. Although experts saw the problems immediately, 
they could not persuade politicians to delay a highly complicated  
agreement to negotiate an apparent detail.

German schools certainly need greater 
investment, and the federal govern-
ment is well placed to help. But in this 
sensitive area, the states do not want the  
federal government to share in decisions 
on how its donated money is spent. This 
is un acceptable to the government, which 
until 2006 had always participated in deci-
sions about the co-financing of university 
infra structure and equipment through 

its inclusion in the German Council of Science and Humanities, a  
high-level committee of scientists and politicians.

The debate over schools could involve years of painful negotiation, 
and German universities should not be made to wait. If the Social 
Democrats and Greens drop their opposition to the two-word addition 
to the constitution now, that change could be in place by March 2013. 
They should do so. The federal government could then, for exam-
ple, directly ensure the survival beyond 2017 of successful institutes  
created in the Excellence Initiative, even if the states in which they are 
located cannot give them permanent financing. And the government 
could do even more to steer academic science in Germany towards 
sustained competitiveness — not to usurp the states’ power but to give 
them financial breathing space. ■

“The federal 
government 
could do even 
more to steer 
academic science 
in Germany 
towards sustained 
competitiveness.”  
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