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 Time is money. This why University of Kaiserslautern has set up a special 
overnight mailbox for urgent patent applications. The soliciting of so-called third-party 
funds by means of research ordered by the industry has long become everyday routine in 
research. What is relatively new is the trend that an increasing number of researchers are 
striving to make hard cash of their own results. Research results are being patented, 
university professors are becoming managers of their own companies. 
 

Commercialisation has become the lead principle of the European research policy. 
The most important tool is to safeguard the intellectual property by means of patents. 
The model of the commercialisation of public research is the USA. 

 
The US physicist and philosopher Krimsky, who is known for his analyses of the 

interactions of science and society, comes to a scathing judgement: ‘If universities 
convert their laboratories into commercial companies, [...] the academic world will have 
less and less options of science in the public interest - an inestimable loss for society.’ 
(Sheldon Krimsky, Science in the Private Interest, Lanham 2003) 

 
The results of the commercialisation pressure have frequently been described. 

Research is increasingly oriented at ‘rewarding’ subjects. What is more, however, is that 
scientists are increasingly dependent on their industrial financiers, which leads to a clash 
of interests between truth and money. 

 
Results which are inconvenient for the requestor are bound to be held back. This may 

happen as a result of direct pressure, but also in a more subtle manner by some kind of 
‘mental self-control’ as a result of the dependency. 

 
The Dana Faber Cancer Institute, which belongs to the Harvard University, has 

received US$100 million from the Novartis company over the past 10 years. The 
payments were denied for a long time to pretend independence. One-third of the budget 
of the Centre of Psychiatry of the University of Maryland has come to be financed by 
Novartis. 

 
In return, Novartis has obtained the exclusive right to the commercial utilisation of 

the Institute’s 700 deep-frozen brains, the right of first use of the research results and 
the right to delay publications by up to three months. Delaying the publication is still the 
less harmful variation. Matters become really bad if the requestor is in a position to 
influence the contents or—if the results are unfavourable—to suppress the publication 
completely. 

 
A particular clash of interests arises from the fact that academics may be the ones to 

personally benefit financially from their research results. This is more and more the case 
if professors found their own companies with their patents (which are then bought by the 
pharmaceutical industry at a certain point in time). 

 
And there is no shortage of patents. While the USA saw an increase in patent 

applications of 50% between 1962 and 1992, universities had an increase of 1500% over 



the same period of time. This is mainly attributable to the commercialisation in 
biomedicine. 

 
And now there is another problem on the horizon. In Germany, university hospitals as 

centres of applied research are under threat. They traditionally have an important role. 
Financed by the state, they interlink training, research and treatment. This is a system to 
the benefit of all parties involved, especially also of the patients. They enjoy diagnosis 
and treatment on a high level. But for how long? 

After the privatisation of a large number of municipal hospitals (up to 30 hospitals a 
year), it is now the university hospitals that are the next target. Marburg and GieBen 
were the first ones: after the merger of the two hospitals, a buyer is now being looked for. 
The doctors of the university hospital fear the end of their research possibilities. 

 
Two of the private bidders for the university hospitals have already made themselves 

conspicuous by relevant statements. One major shareholder of the Helios hospitals 
announced that they ‘were not interested in basic research’ while the Chairman of the 
Board of Rhbn-Klinikum AG feels that ‘the head of a hospital should not take care of 
research and teaching but rather of production’. The researchers in Marburg and GieBen 
are unlikely to be the only ones with this fate. In Liibeck and Kiel, the privatisation of the 
university hospitals is also being considered.’ ????
 


