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PARIS—“Une petite revolution” is how one
French newspaper recently described the
new National Research Agency (ANR) that
in October will start handing out money to
research groups across the country. Its
modus operandi—selecting research proj-
ects based on scientif ic excellence—is
standard elsewhere in the world. But in
France, where funds are traditionally given
in block grants to institutions and labs 
and then distributed to individuals, and
where being a scientist often means having
a lifetime government job, the notion 
is revolutionary.

It’s also controversial. Many researchers
worry that ANR, with a starting annual
budget of €350 million ($420 million)
that’s set to grow rapidly, will eventually
cannibalize vaunted government strong-
holds of French science such as the much
larger National Center for Scientif ic
Research (CNRS) and the similarly sized
National Institute for Health and Medical
Research (INSERM). Moreover, some 
say that the agency—modeled on long-
established outfits like the U.S. National
Science Foundation and the German
Research Foundation—introduces a type
of personal competition that simply isn’t
right for France. “We have a different
organization,” says Edouard Brézin, presi-
dent of the French Academy of Sciences.
“One shouldn’t simply copy models from
abroad without thinking.” Even
researchers who welcome the idea of spic-
ing up research with a bit of competition
fear that ANR, operating with a minuscule
staff and zero tradition, won’t measure up
to the quality standards of the foreign
examples it seeks to emulate.

Those concerns don’t seem to bother the
agency’s director, Gilles Bloch. What
counts, says the 44-year-old biophysicist
and physician, is that the research commu-
nity has responded overwhelmingly. With
almost all of ANR’s first 35 calls for pro-
posals now closed, some 5300 applications
have poured in on topics such as biotech-
nology and CO2 capture and storage. More
than 600 researchers volunteered to be
reviewers. About a quarter of the proposals
will receive awards. ANR, Bloch says, “is
clearly going to be an important new factor
in French science.” 

Grand strategy

ANR, whose goal is to make research more
dynamic, promote excellence, and give
young people more opportunities, is part of a
larger plan that’s still in the works. In Febru-
ary, as debate flared up around a major
reform bill, the government decided to go
ahead and create the new agency under a
temporary legal structure. Researchers are
still waiting to see the bill, now promised for
the fall (Science, 11 February, p. 829). 

The concept isn’t really a break with tra-
dition, Bloch insists: ANR takes the place
of two funds, now dissolved, which doled
out money on a project-by-project basis:
the National Fund for Science and the Fund
for Technological Research. They reported
directly to the ministry of research, how-
ever, and both were widely suspected of
being subservient to politics. Besides hav-
ing a much more generous budget, ANR
will be autonomous in selecting grantees.

Bloch says he looked closely at exam-
ples in the United States, the United King-

dom, and Germany in planning ANR,
which he joined early this year after 3 years
at a high-level job at the research ministry.
But the French agency has some key differ-
ences. Scientists receiving ANR money
will have to be on the payroll of one of the
research institutes or universities, for
instance. ANR grants—some half a million
euros on average—can be used to help hire
a postdoc or technician and pay for instru-
ments or supplies, but they don’t pay a
researcher’s salary. In addition, ANR staff,
currently just 30, will be kept well below
100 and will take care only of overall man-
agement and quality control. Running the
funding programs, including the peer-
review process, will be contracted out to
research organizations and universities. 

Some researchers doubt whether such a
small, central organization can judge so
much science. The frantic handling of the
f irst wave of proposals—necessary
because rules dictated that the initial
budget, resulting from privatizations, had
to be spent this year—doesn’t bode well,
says cell biologist Bruno Goud of the Curie
Institute in Paris. A member of one of
ANR’s scientific councils, he had to help
recruit reviewers for stacks of proposals
submitted in the large “nonthematic” pro-
gram. “It was pretty messy,” says Goud.
(Finding someone to review a proposal
about the sexual life of oysters on short
notice was a par ticular challenge, he
recalls.) Still, the agency is a step in the
right direction, he emphasizes: “Maybe it
will work better next year.”

Others have been less charitable. Brézin,
who co-chaired a committee last year that
organized a 6-month national debate about
the future of French science, says he and
many others in the research community
“were never opposed to the principle” of
awards based on merit. But the government
seems intent on using the agency as a way
to attack established research agencies such
as CNRS and INSERM, he says.

Many agree that these flagships of French
science can be overly bureaucratic and
unwelcoming to new ideas, and that it takes
too long before young researchers are
allowed to form their own research groups.
(Former research minister Claude Allègre
recently called them “Soviet-style” insti-
tutes.) Last fall, scientists reached a consen-
sus at a meeting in Grenoble for stricter eval-
uations, fewer rules, and more money, among
other reforms. Creating a large new agency,
however, was not on the list, says Brézin.

Brézin and others also fear that ANR
may soon outgrow the other funding agen-
cies: The government has promised a
budget hike of €240 million next year, or

Creative tension? ANR director Gilles Bloch
hopes to give French science a competitive edge.
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French researchers are debating the pros and cons of having a National Science 
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68%, and a copy of the reform bill leaked
in January pegged ANR’s budget at almost
€1.5 billion—and its effect would be mul-
tiplied because it doesn’t have to pay
researchers’ salaries. If this comes to pass,
“we will  have one giant and a lot of
dwarfs,” says Alain Trautmann, the public
face of Sauvons la Recherche, a protest
movement that brought thousands of
researchers onto the streets last year to

protest cutbacks in research funding.
Trautmann wor ries that the Anglo-
Saxon–style focus on individual competi-
tion will put researchers under enormous
pressure and isn’t convinced that it will
lead to more creativity.

Bloch, who worked as a visiting scien-
tist at Yale University in the early 1990s,
says he admires the dynamism of American
science but isn’t a fan of the stress it cre-

ates, either. The French situation, he notes,
is very different: Job security isn’t at stake
here, and INSERM and CNRS aren’t under
siege. But he believes that the country’s sci-
entists must learn to compete more at home
if they want to remain competitive inter-
nationally. “We can stay as we are,” he says,
“and say that the rest of the world should be
more like France. But that won’t help us.”

–MARTIN ENSERINK
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Archaeologist Jonathan Kaplan tries to spend
as much time as possible exploring Chocolá,
a huge Maya site in southern Guatemala dat-
ing from 1200 B.C.E. So far his team has
mapped more than 60 mounds, identified
dozens of monuments, and found signs of the
emergence of Maya civilization, including
large, sophisticated waterworks that likely
required social organization to build. 

But today, instead of digging, Kaplan is
lunching with the mayor of a municipality
that includes the impoverished town of
Chocolá. Kaplan, a research associate with
the Museum of New Mexico’s Off ice of
Archaeological Studies in Santa Fe, is trying
to enlist the mayor’s support for a land swap
that would give farmers land of no archaeo-
logical value in exchange for land that holds
Maya ruins. The local people he’s trying to
help, many of them descended from the
ancient Maya, are “clinging by their fingers to
survival,” says Kaplan. So, working with a
Guatemalan archaeologist, he has established
a trash-removal service, hired an environ-
mental scientist to help improve the drinking
water, and developed plans for two museums
to attract tourists. 

Kaplan and others are in the vanguard of a
movement called community archaeology.
From Africa to Uzbekistan, researchers are
trying to boost local people’s quality of life in
order to preserve the relics of their ancestors.
In the Maya region, the situation is urgent; the
vestiges of the ancient Maya may be
destroyed in 5 to 10 years unless something is
done to curb looting, logging, poaching, and
oil exploration, says Richard Hansen, presi-
dent of the Foundation for Anthropological
Research & Environmental Studies and an
archaeologist at Idaho State University in
Pocatello. Hansen, Kaplan, and others are

using archaeology as an engine for develop-
ment, driving associated tourism and educa-
tion projects. The resultant intertwining of
research and development is such that “I can-
not accomplish the one without the other,”
says Kaplan, “because poverty is preventing
the people from attending to the ancient
remains in a responsible fashion.”

It wasn’t always that way. Until fairly
recently, Maya researchers were solely
focused on the hunt for “stones and bones,”
says Hansen. Archaeologist Arthur
Demarest of Vanderbilt University in
Nashville, Tennessee, says researchers often
excavated a site with the help of local work-
ers, only to abandon them when the project

ended. Those who lost their income often
resorted to looting and slash-and-burn agri-
culture to survive. “In the wake of every
archaeological project is an economic and
social disaster,” says Demarest.

He offers one of his own projects as an
example of what not to do. After employing
about 300 people in the early 1990s at several
sites in the Petén, the vast tropical forest in
northern Guatemala, Demarest left the gov-
ernment with a continuing development plan
for the region, much of it federal land. But the
federal government brought in outsiders to
implement it. Desperate at having lost their
jobs, the local people plundered the sites.

“From that, I learned a lot of lessons,”
Demarest says. “Archaeology transforms a
region.” In his view, archaeologists them-
selves must take responsibility for helping
the locals succeed. “The days of Indiana
Jones, when archaeologists could go to a
place, excavate, and then leave without
concern about the impact that their actions
are having on the people in the area, are
gone,” he has said. 

Maya Archaeologists Turn to the
Living to Help Save the Dead
To preserve ancient sites, pioneering archaeologists are trying to improve the lives of
the Maya people now living near the ruins
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It takes a village. In Guatemala’s Mirador Basin, Richard Hansen (in white cap and shirt, center) directs
scores of trained local workers in restoring an ancient Maya city.

Published by AAAS


