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MOSCOW—Despite unprecedented opposition,
which included fellow academicians calling for
him to step aside, Yuri Osipov was reelected last
week to a fourth term as president of the Russ-
ian Academy of Sciences (RAS). The election,
in which two candidates who challenged
Osipov received a combined 46% of the secret
ballots, made clear that RAS is split at a time
when many members feel its future is insecure.
Osipov’s return “will bring the academy to deep
stagnation,” says academician Alexandr Spirin,
who had made a public call for the 71-year-old
mathematician not to seek reelection.

It’s not clear, however, how long Osipov
will actually serve. A source in the academy
told Science that Osipov earned the support of
the RAS Presidium, a key management body,
only after agreeing to leave his post shortly
after the elections so that Mikhail Kovalchuk,
director of the Kurchatov Institute, can take his
place. Some discount such gossip, however. “I
know these rumors about Osipov to be
replaced by Kovalchuk, but I doubt it is true,”
says Nikolay Ponomarev-Stepnoy, the Kurcha-
tov Institute’s vice president.

Kovalchuk was expected by many to win
Osipov’s seat this year, in large part because
the government has placed nearly $8.5 billion

of nanotechnology funding under his insti-
tute’s control and because former Russian
president and now Prime Minister Vladimir
Putin is seen as his champion. Indeed, Putin

paid a rare visit to RAS to announce new sci-
ence funding measures, including higher
salaries for academicians, corresponding
members, and RAS researchers.

But many RAS members, skeptical that the
nanotechnology money will actually fund aca-
demic research, weren’t swayed by Putin’s lob-
bying. Two years ago, Kovalchuk failed to get
elected to a full academician membership, and
last week, academy members again declined to
approve his membership, dooming any plans
for him to run for election to be the next RAS
president. The apparent rebuke to Putin could
threaten the independence of RAS, as recent
legislation has given the Russian government
authority to claim some of the academy’s valu-
able property.

Still, even without Kovalchuk in the run-
ning, Osipov’s victory was close. In past elec-
tions, he had no official challengers. But this
time, the Power Industry, Machine-Building,
Mechanics and Control Processes branch of
RAS nominated its head, Vladimir Fortov. A
significant personality in Russian science,
Fortov headed the Russian Foundation for
Basic Research and was the country’s science
minister in the 1990s.

Citing the need for regular turnover of top
positions, academician Vladimir Zakharov,
head of the RAS Research Center in
Chernogolovka, had written a letter to Power
Industry branch officials suggesting Fortov.
“Fortov is a prominent scientist, who won
many international prizes. … He is well-
known all over the world, and his presidency
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The French government has selected six uni-
versity clusters to receive up to €500 mil-
lion each for drastic renovation and expan-
sion of facilities on their aging campuses.
Although the money is for buildings only,
the move is part of a broader plan to trans-
form the selected schools into top-notch
research universities that can compete on the
global level and boost France’s poor show-
ing in university rankings.

Each of the six winning proposals comes
from collections of universities and other
schools in individual cities—Toulouse,
Grenoble, Strasbourg, Montpellier, Lyon,
and Bordeaux—that have agreed to merge

or at least strike up tight collaborations that
will increase their clout and attractiveness.
“We have never received amounts like this
before,” says Alain Beretz, president of the
University Louis Pasteur in Strasbourg, one
of the winners.

Most of the €5 billion for “Operation
Campus” comes from the government’s
sale of shares in the electricity company
EDF. The eight-member panel that
selected the six winners asked seven others
to rework their proposals and compete for
four remaining slots to be awarded in July.
One or more clusters from the Paris region
are widely expected to be among the winners

in that round.
The plan, a 2007 campaign promise of

President Nicolas Sarkozy, resembles Ger-
many’s prior effort to elevate nine universi-
ties to elite status (Science, 20 October
2006, p. 400). It’s also a controversial
break with France’s traditionally egalitar-
ian funding system. “The government is
creating rich universities so it can forget
about the others,” says Alain Trautmann,
the founder of Sauvons la Recherche, a
researchers’ movement, who argues that a
“Marshall Plan” is needed to spruce up all
campuses across the country.          

–MARTIN ENSERINK

UNIVERSITIES

Breaking With Tradition, France Picks Future Elite Schools

Power couple. At the Russian Academy of Sciences,
Prime Minister Vladimir Putin (left) chats with RAS
President Yuri Osipov.
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