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Gene-War Veteran Seeks New 
Roles for Granting Agency 
MUNICH-The presidency of Germany's 
basic-research granting agency-the Deutsche 
Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG)-is hardly 
the comfortable adminiitrative chair it once 
was. These days, German universities are in 
turmoil over budget cutbacks, prominent sci- 
entists grumble about stingy support for re- 
search, and the country's science community is 
still reelii from last year's scandal over falsi- 
fications in research (Science, 15 August 1997, 
p. 894, and 19 December 1997, p. 2049). But 
biochemist Emst-Ludwig Winnacker, who 

entist, but he thinks a lot about how science 
affects society. I've found him to be a clear and 
deep thinker on such issues, with the courage 
to take positions!' 

Fifteen years ago, when genetic research 
was a hot issue in German politics, Winnacker 
led the effort to create a Gene Center in 
Munich. Starting with a loose association of 
junior researchers and university institutes, the 
Genzentrum is now one of Germany's leading 
centers for gene research, with its own new 
building, 130 scientists, and a $15 million bud- 

recently. In a recent paper published in Name 
Medicine, a team led by Winnacker identified a 
receptor that may allow the malformed prim 
proteins thought to cause Creutzfeldt-Jakob 
disease and other conditions to enter brain 
cells. And in addition to authoring scientific 
papers, he also writes popular science books, 
most recently The G e m  ( 1996). 

Winnacker believes that the DFG, as the 
basic-science granting agency for universities, 
can play a greater role in both informing the 
general public about science and promoting 
improvements in higher education. "One very 
important emphasis is to support young, inde- 
pendent scientists," he says. Winnacker, who 
benefited from postdoc work at both the Uni- 
versity of California, Berkeley, and at Stock- 
holm's Karolinska Institute, complains that 
Germany has no real postdoc culture, because 
universities do not have a tradition of inde- 

took over as the DFG's president 
- 

pendent assistant professors. 
on 1 January from literature profes- He wants the DFG to help fos- 
sor Wolfgang Friihwald, is tacklii ter such a culture by creating 
his new position with the conti- "In basic science, YOU positions and supplying more 
dence of a working scientist who is need continuity and grants to postdocs. 
by all accounts well equipped with But Winnacker's DFG will 
the political savvy, communica- predictability of funding." have to contend with a de- 
tion skills, and management acu- pressed university system. Re- 
men needed for the job. -Emrt-Ludwlg cent cutbacks in federal sup- 

Describing the 3-year-long port have sparked demon- 
DFG post as "quite a challenge," get. And W i c k e r ,  who strations by tens of thousands of students, 
Winnacker told Science in an in- was placed on the '?lit list" and Germany's education and research min- 
tewiew that he looks forward to of an extremist anti- istry is pushing for changes that it argues are 
the opportunity "to think on an- genetics group in the mid- needed to make the overcrowded universi- 
other level, to see the whole pic- 1980s, is now more likely ties more flexible and competitive in educa- 
ture." and to h e l ~  lead German to be tareeted for advice tion and research. While Winnacker believes 
science into the new century. A Munich 
University professor and founder of its Gene 
Center, Winnacker is an ardent Europeanist 
who wants to make German research more 
visible internationally. He is also an advo- 
cate of interdisciplinary research who wants 
to link scientists from different universities 
and countries, and an educational innovator 
who wants to foster a "postdoc culture" in 
Germany by giving bright young researchers 
more funding and independence. 

As DFG president, Winnacker will oversee 
a $1.1 billion annual budeet for research " 
projects at universities and institutes. He will 
also face new challenges, such as countering 
the political trend of s h i i  resources from 
basic to applied research and helping restore 
public confidence in the DFG in the wake of 
the scandal involving two professors accused of 
falslfymg data in biomedical research-one of 
whom was formerly a member of a DFG advi- 
sory panel. "Fraud can never be excluded from 
any system, but we have to make the system as 
transparent as possible" to prevent it, he says. 

Colleagues say they are confident that 
Winnacker is up to the job. Biologist Hubert 
Markl, a former DFG president who now 

on advancing German biot&h research and 
industry. "Our windows were made bulletproof 
back then, but now it's ridiculous. There has 
been a remarkable turnaround," he says. 

Winnacker's advocacy of genetic research 
has made him enemies in Germany's Green 
Party, however, and other critics complain 
that, as a former member of the supvimry 
board of the chemical giant Ehyer AG, he is too 
close to Germany's powerful chemical indus- 
try. But Winnacker says his contacts may prove 
helpful to German research. He is a firm be- 
liever in settine UD centers where a '%ritical 
mass ofgood sc&& can help create new busi- 
ness ventures, as it has in U.S. biotech meccas 
such as Boston and San Francisco. Such sym- 
biosis was once rare in Germany, but now 
Munich has emerged as such acenter, with new 
science faculty buildings and biotech busi- 
nesses springing up around the Gemntrum 
building on the city's outskirts. Winnacker 
hiilfco-founded a biotech firm, MediGene, 
.in 1994 and remains chair of its board. "Seven 
companies have been founded out of [the 
Genzentrum] buildmg already, and they are all 
M around here," says Winnacker. 

All the while, the 56-year-old Winnacker 

that "German universities are much better 
than their reputation," he adds that "they 
could be more efficient and flexible in a 
number of ways." He also would like to make 
German science "more visible on an interna- 
tional level. . . . Why not fund projects that 
extend into other countries?" 

Another major problem is scarce fundii 
for basic research. Germany's research minis- 
try had promised that both the DFG and Max 
Planck budgets would increase by 5% each 
year, but the parliament reduced this year's 
increase to 3.9%. Winnacker calls that cut 
"an indicator in the wrong direction. . . . In 
basic science, you need continuity and pre- 
dictability of fundii." 

Despite the tight budgets, Winnacker is 
optimistic about the future of German sci- 
ence, especially in fields such as molecular 
biology. While the United States and some 
European nations maintain a wide lead in 
"classical recombinant-DNA research," he 
thinks that "the emergence of genome re- 
search has changed the picture. ... When 
that happened, we all had the chance for a 
new beginning." 

-Robert Koenip: 
heads the Max Planck Society, told Science has remained an active A h e r ,  spending 

- 

that Winnacker "is not only an excellent sci- about half hiis time in Genzenmnn labs until Robert Koenig is a writer in Bern. 
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