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europe The red tape loosens on scientific 
research grants p.1143

turNiNg poiNt Punk rocker seeks to make 
an impact in evolutionary biology p.1143

b y  Q u i r i n  S c h i e r m e i e r

Francesca Spagnoli, a native of Italy, spent 
seven years as a postdoc at Rockefeller 
University in New York. Two years ago, 

looking for an opportunity to start her own 
research group, she moved to Berlin, where she 
has since secured a group-leader position at the 
Max Delbrück Centre for Molecular Medicine 
(MDC). In a sense, the 40-year-old stem-cell 
researcher is a typical Berlin scientist. Although 
she enjoys the city’s charms, and benefits from 
its science strengths, she is aware that the  
scarcity of permanent positions here will 
sooner or later force her to move on. “Berlin 
is definitely one of the best places for science 
in Europe now,” she says. “But as tenure is rare 

here, I will probably have to move again.”
Berlin’s international flair and relatively cheap 

living — unlike in London, Munich or Paris, a 
decent two-room apartment can be leased for 
about €400 (US$550) per month — appeals to 
artists, hipsters and scientists alike. Young sci-
entists come in search of career springboards 
at the numerous labs in and around the capi-
tal. The sheer density of science in the region 
is impressive: Berlin and nearby Potsdam host 
four large research universities, eight Max 
Planck institutes, three national research cen-
tres, a well-established biotechnology industry 
and the headquarters of several internationally 
operating pharmaceutical companies. 

“In terms of potential and creativity, Ber-
lin need not fear comparison with emerging 

science cities such as Singapore or Shanghai,” 
says Detlev Ganten, founding director of the 
MDC. The region’s strong points, he says, are 
its strengths across many fields, from innova-
tive research in astrophysics and cosmology 
at the Albert Einstein Institute in Potsdam to 
strong polymer and materials research cen-
tres, and the MDC’s research on cells, tissues, 
organisms and individual diseases. 

In general, scientists in Berlin benefit from 
the country’s good funding opportunities. Ger-
many’s science budget has grown faster than 
those of most other countries in and outside 
Europe (see Nature 467, 499–500; 2010), and it 
is complemented by European funding. Just one 
year into her job at the MDC, for example, Spag-
noli was awarded one of the prestigious — and, 
at €1.65 million, generous — starting grants by 
the European Research Council (ERC).

Yet, despite the city’s science assets, its contin-
ued emergence as a science powerhouse is not a 
given. Berlin hosts no research institution in the 
same league as the top-ranked academic insti-
tutions in Britain and the United States. Ranked 
178 in the Times Higher Education (THE)  
magazine’s annual list of the world’s top 200 
universities in October, Humboldt University 
lags far behind the Harvards, Cambridges 
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Science city chic
Berlin is an international hotspot for young scientists. Now 
it has to provide the incentives to help them stay long term.

The Philological Library at the Free University of Berlin was built in 2005 as part of a continuing renovation of the campus.
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and Oxfords of the global science commu-
nity. So does the Free University of Berlin — 
one of nine German ‘elite’ universities, which 
each receive €50 million a year in extra support 
from the federal science ministry’s ‘excellence 
initiative’. It did not even make the THE list. 

And there are few tenure-track positions, 
meaning little long-term security for research-
ers. Until recently, Germany had no tenure-
track system at all. It has become an option in 
the past decade, but remains rare. Advancement 
in German universities often comes by a com-
plicated procedure that lacks transparency.

Meanwhile, public debts and budget con-
straints continue to plague Berlin. Perhaps the 
biggest challenge is the precarious institutional 
funding situation in medical science. On the 
basis of the government’s own funding stand-
ards for medical science, Berlin has not fared 
well. The Charité, a multi-campus medical 
school for both Humboldt and the Free Uni-
versity, had to cut almost €250 million from its 
budget for 2005–10. This means that overdue 
investments in building and renovation had 
to be repeatedly postponed. It hasn’t yet ham-
pered the science much, says Ganten, who’s 
also the former head of the Charité, but he fears 
it might in the long term. To make the most of 
its strong points and to continue to attract tal-
ent, Berlin will have to sustain financial sup-
port, overcome some political wrangling and 
create more tenure-track positions to convince 
more young scientists to stay in the city.

political support
Members of several political parties in Berlin’s 
senate, including the Christian Democrats, the 
Greens and the Free Democrats, are keen to 
establish Berlin as a major force in the Euro-
pean science landscape. This year, the Berlin 
senate eventually approved €330 million for the 
Charité, but renovations of the rundown main 
Charité clinic in Berlin–Mitte alone would cost 
some €600 million. The main issue is whether 
the city can afford to maintain all three Char-
ité sites. In June, Jürgen Zöllner, the Social 
Democrat science senator, said that all three 
campuses will remain open. But the number of 
patient beds in the main clinic in Berlin–Mitte 
will be cut by 500, starting in 2012.

Nonetheless, Berlin policy-makers and uni-
versity administrators understand how impor-
tant science is for its future development, says 
Ganten. “What’s lacking here,” he says, “is a 
smart one-stop science marketing scheme of 
the kind that our Asian competitors master so 
well.” Ganten would like to see lasting financial 
support, including a targeted programme to 
attract high-profile foreign scientists to Berlin 
— something akin to the success at Singapore’s 
Biopolis. One problem, he says, is that the Max 
Planck institutes, Berlin’s universities and the 
Helmholtz centres rarely collaborate. 

The Einstein Foundation, established in 
2009, could help to remedy that lack of cross-
talk. As a sort of umbrella organization for 

Berlin science, it aims to support the state’s 
research both financially and structurally. But 
the foundation is already troubled by politi-
cal infighting. In July, Berlin’s senate criticized 
its managers’ high salaries. The foundation is 
to provide more than €40 million for selected 
science projects in Berlin, but it is not yet clear 
where the money will come from.

early-career aspiratioNs
Like Spagnoli, Berlin’s many young scientists 
enjoy the capital’s lifestyle and reasonable cost of 
living, and are so far unhampered by the politi-
cal disputes in the state’s science ministry over 
budgets and priorities. “Berlin makes it easy for 
newcomers,” says Spagnoli. “Language is no 
barrier, my husband has found a nice job, and 
renting an apartment was no problem at all.”  

“Attracting foreign talent to Berlin has 
become easy,” says Leif Schröder, a group leader 
at the Leibniz Institute for Molecular Pharma-
cology. Schröder, who this year also received a 
€1.5-million ERC starting grant, is developing 
magnetic resonance imaging techniques for 
biomarkers in different diseases. His new group 
comprises Australian, Italian and German 
postdocs and PhD students. “People started 
approaching me and suggesting research ideas 

and collaborations as 
soon as I arrived. It’s 
pleasing to see what’s 
happening here.”

“Berlin hosts a 
huge pool of scientists 
from which to choose 
potential collabo-
rators,” says Ingrid 
Hotz, an expert on 
data analysis and 
visualization at the 
state-funded Zuse 
Institute Berlin, which 
provides advanced 
computing services 
for many scientific 
applications. Hotz 
leads an independent 
junior research group 

funded by the DFG, Germany’s main grant-
giving agency. She came to Berlin in 2006, after 
a three-year stint at the University of California, 
Davis, and maintains collaborations with groups 
in hydrodynamics, medicine, geology and gravi-
tational physics at local institutions such as the 
Max Planck Institute for Gravitational Physics 
and the Charité. “I am turning other people’s 
data and experiments into images, so teaming 
up is everything for me,” she says. “Not all col-
laborations bear fruit, but fortunately there are 
more than enough potential research partners 
around here.”

This is equally true in Potsdam, located less 
than an hour’s train ride from Berlin Zoo. Pots-
dam complements the capital’s science base. 
With around 6,000 academic scientists working 
at Potsdam’s universities, along with the Max 

Planck, Helmholtz and Fraunhofer institutes 
and the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact 
Research, Potsdam has the highest density of 
researchers anywhere in Germany.

Future growth
Despite some funding problems, notably the 
case of the Charité, there are signs that the Ber-
lin–Brandenburg research base will continue to 
grow in the next few years. The Berlin Institute 
for Medical Systems Biology, now on the MDC’s 
Berlin–Buch campus, will relocate in 2015 to the 
Humboldt University’s main campus in Berlin–
Mitte. The move will substantially expand the 
MDC’s — and Berlin’s — systems-biology 
capacities. More than 20 new research groups 
totalling about 100 scientists, jointly funded by 
Berlin and the federal government, are to be 
recruited over the next few years. 

The MDC will also become the hub of the 
planned German centre for cardiovascular 
research, a mostly federal-government-funded 
programme involving universities and research 
institutes across the country. The Berlin School 
of Public Health, a joint programme by Berlin’s 
universities aimed at midcareer health profes-
sionals, mainly focuses on master’s students 
with degrees in public health and epidemiology. 
Students often go on to leadership positions in 
government, research and non-profit agencies. 
Ganten hopes that the city can build a reputa-
tion as a global ‘public-health capital’.

Growth is less certain within the Berlin–
Brandenburg biotech cluster, which, with 82 
biotech companies, is the largest in Germany. 
The sector is in a consolidation phase. In 2009, 
for example, the US laboratory giant Thermo 
Fisher acquired the diagnostics firm Brahms in 
Hennigsdorf near Berlin for €330 million. 

Although the climate for new jobs in the 
biopharmaceutical field has cooled down, some 
biotechs are still offering attractive jobs, says 
Steffen Goletz, chief executive and founder of 
Glycotope, a biotech company based in Berlin 
and Heidelberg. Glycotope, which specializes 
in therapeutic antibodies and non-antibody 
proteins, has hired more than 100 research-
ers, engineers and technicians in the past few 
years, many from Berlin research institutes, 
says Goletz.

Spagnoli is mindful of such local opportuni-
ties, but has not decided what her next career 
step will be. “I will probably move, but who 
knows?” she says, adding that she hopes excel-
ling in her science will open multiple doors. ■

Quirin Schiermeier is Nature’s Germany 
correspondent.

correctioN
In the ‘By The Numbers’ on Belgium (Nature 
467, 876; 2010), the Catholic university of 
Louvain was wrongly depicted as being in 
flanders. It is actually in Wallonia.

“Berlin need not 
fear comparison 
with emerging 
science 
cities such as 
Singapore or 
Shanghai.”
Detlev Ganten
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