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MOSCOW—The Kremlin hopes to knock a
little business sense into Russia’s scientific
community. Last week, President Vladimir
Putin’s science council agreed on a plan to
anoint a few of the country’s struggling sci-
ence cities as “innovation zones.”

The move hews to a line that Putin laid
down shortly after coming to power: Russian
scientists must focus limited funds on applied
research. That message was clear last week at
a meeting of Putin’s Council on Science and
High Technologies. According to Alexander
Sokolov, deputy director of the science min-
istry’s Center for Science Research and Sta-
tistics, Putin spurned pleas for blanket salary
raises. Instead, he argued that federally sup-
ported science must be integrated with indus-
try. “We aren’t rich enough to fund pure sci-
ence,” Sokolov told Science.

That philosophy will now be applied di-
rectly to Russia’s 70-odd science cities,
many of which were given wide academic
freedom in Soviet years but have withered
over the past decade. Some were given a
boost 3 years ago when new laws granted
tax and subsidy privileges to 10 closed re-
search cities, including the nuclear bomb
towns of Sarov and Snezhinsk, and to three
civilian centers near Moscow: Obninsk and
Dubna, both nuclear physics bastions, and
Korolev, devoted to space science. Other sci-

ence cities do not enjoy such concessions. At
the science council meeting last week, Eco-
nomic Development and Trade Minister
German Gref presented a draft bill to create
“innovation zones” where subsidies, tax
breaks, and seed money
from a $3 million govern-
ment venture fund will spur
investment in civilian re-
search. Parliament is expect-
ed to pass the bill in March,
after which the government
will tap a handful of science
cities as innovation zones.

A raft of research proj-
ects expected to be an-
nounced next month is de-
signed to dovetail with the
cities initiative. Last year, a
committee of business and
science leaders, chaired by
Science Minister Ilya Kle-
banov, set out to choose nine
projects to foster industry-
academic collaboration in
the innovation zones. The committee is due
to announce the winners on 18 February; the
government has pledged up to $150 million
to get them started. “The idea is to push these
cities to innovate,” says committee member
Mikhail Alfimov, director of the Russian

Foundation for Basic Research. “It’s not too
late to save them as science cities.”

Significantly, these two initiatives by-
pass the Russian Academy of Sciences, the
country’s main basic research funding body.
Observers predict that the academy must re-
form or face further erosion of its long-
standing sway over science policy. “[The
members] realize that if they remain only
basic researchers, they will lose influence,”
says Irina Dezhina, a science policy analyst

at the Institute for the Economy in Transi-
tion in Moscow. “They are very actively try-
ing to develop innovation activities.” For
Russian scientists, it’s clearly time to get
down to business. –PAUL WEBSTER

Paul Webster is a writer in Moscow.

Putin Aims to Turn Science Cities 
Into Silicon Steppes
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BERLIN AND WASHINGTON, D.C.—Research
chiefs from around the world have agreed to
set up a Web-based information clearing-
house on embryonic stem
(ES) cells, one of bio-
medicine’s hottest com-
modities, and to step up
efforts to train researchers
in the art of working with
the cells. However, guide-
lines on ensuring the
quality of ES cell prepa-
rations, due out this week
after weeks of wrangling,
illustrate that scientists
are still struggling to
draw up a roadmap for
navigating the ethically
charged field.

Now that the political
controversy surrounding
human ES cells is begin-
ning to subside, officials

in many countries are eager to help the field
take off. At a 7 January meeting in London
organized by the U.K. Medical Research

Council (MRC), heads of
research agencies in eight
countries—Australia,
Canada, Finland, Israel,
Singapore, Sweden, the
United Kingdom, and the
United States—hashed
out ways to boost the pace
of human ES cell re-
search. The group decided
that easier access to infor-
mation is essential, says
MRC chief executive
George Radda. He and his
fellow research directors
have asked their organiza-
tions to join forces on a
Web site where scientists
will be able to access data
on cell lines, regulations

on use, and other information such as train-
ing courses for handling the sometimes-
finicky cells. “The most difficult part of this
work is the relatively small number of peo-
ple who are available to do it,” Radda says.

The funding agencies also are laying
plans for an international stem cell task
force. One objective of this dream team—
which would consist of as many as 10 of the
world’s top stem cell researchers—would be
to advise agencies on how to ensure the
quality and availability of cell lines. Meeting
participants will offer nominations; Radda
hopes to send out invitations to potential
members within a few weeks.

Judging by the experience of top experts
who met at Rockefeller University in New
York City in November, the task force could
face some difficult issues. The group tried
to draw up a list of markers to define hu-
man ES cells and set standards for growing
them and testing whether they are pluripo-
tent, or capable of becoming any tissue

Key Questions Loom Over Effort to Energize Research
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Sitting pretty? Dozens of science cities hope to capitalize on

new economic incentives similar to those enjoyed by the closed

nuclear town of Snezhinsk.

Booster. MRC chief George Radda

led a rap session on how to spur hu-

man ES cell research.
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