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In for a Dime, 
in for a Dollar

INTERNATIONAL

The U.S. Pentagon funds critical studies in 
medicine and quantum physics in Austria.  
Does this threaten the country’s neutrality 
or academic freedom? 
by Bettina Figl

In uncovering political corruption or 
abuse of power, the catchphrase has 
long been “follow the money.” So, 
when it comes to light that the U.S. 
Department of Defense has been fund-

ing scientific research in Austria in critical 
areas, it can make some observers very ner-
vous – and some very angry. One group is 
the newly formed Students Against Arma-
ments Research, (Studierende gegen 
Rüstungsforschung or STUGERU) who 
want to bring “civil clauses” to Austria’s 
universities. Following the lead of German 
universities, these “clauses” are a way for re-
search institutes to recommit themselves to 
academic freedom and peaceful purposes. 

So, it was probably not by chance that 
STUGERU’s first public event was held on 
October 27, at the Amerlinghaus in Vien-
na’s 7th district, something of a leftist alter-
native to the “Leistungsschau” on Austria’s 

National Day one day before, where the mil-
itary shows its gear on Heldenplatz. 

The students of STUGERU, mainly pur-
suing degrees in physics, invited peace activ-
ists and experts to speak about military 
funding, as well as interested members of the 
press, including this writer. Supported  
by the Austrian Students’ Union (Österrei-
chische HochschülerInnenschaft, or, ÖH), 
the event was well attended, and included 
academic staff, current students and a sprin-
kling of gray-haired 68ers, life-long paci-
fists still wearing the peace dove T-shirts of 
their youth. The atmosphere was low-key; 
the catering salvaged from the discards of 
stores and restaurants.

THE WIENER ZEITUNG REPORT
There is also nothing new about so-called 
Drittmittel or third-party funding for univer-
sity research, which has become more and 

more relevant “over the past 20 to 25 years,” 
says Heinz Gärtner, political scientist and 
former academic director of the Austrian  
Institute for International Affairs, in an in-
terview with Metropole. “Before that, 90 
percent of research funding was public.” 

But it wasn’t until 2014 that the issue 
reached a wider public thanks to a report in 
the daily Wiener Zeitung documenting that 
research projects at all major Austrian public 
universities were being financed by the Pen-
tagon. Many were startled, especially be-
cause Austria is a neutral country and not a 
member of NATO. The Green Party re-
quested more transparency regarding 
third-party funding. But despite the debates 
in the parliament and at the universities, 
nothing changed. 

In Germany, where similar reports have led 
to a broad public debate, over 60 universities 
now have so-called “civil clauses” and in two 
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federal states, Bremen and Thuringia, the  
requirement has been incorporated into the 
Higher Education Act, while in Saxony- 
Anhalt and Berlin proposals are currently  
under discussion. In North Rhine-West-
phalia (NRW), by contrast, a similar stat-
ute has since been withdrawn by the cen-
ter-right CDU-FDP coalition. 

THE LONG ARM OF THE PENTAGON
Austria is, of course, not alone in this. All 
over the world, the U.S. Department of 
Defense invests in research in all kinds of 
fields – from artificial intelligence to cyber 
security. In Austria, the funding has main-
ly been directed to a breast cancer preven-
tion study at the Medical University as well 
as research on quantum computing at the 
Universities of Vienna and Innsbruck. 

 All of which sounds harmless enough: 
Surely breast cancer prevention is an un-
challenged public good, and quantum 
computing potential foundation stone of 
the next generation of the digital 

infrastructure. What is surprising is that 
this is happening in spite of Austria’s post-
war tradition of neutrality, written into the 
Constitution in 1955 as part of the negoti-
ated settlement with the Soviet Union that 
ended the Four-Power Occupation. In the 
decades that followed, neutrality became a 
foundation stone of Austrian identity, 
credited with both the security and pros-
perity of postwar years. 

“Neutrality is a tight military concept,” 
said Gärtner. “As a neutral country, 
Austria is not allowed to participate in mil-
itary alliances and troop deployments or in 
foreign wars – unless there is a decision by 
the UN Security Council.” 

But it doesn’t necessarily mean “staying 
out of everything,” he went on. “There is 
no neutrality in science or science fund-
ing.” What seems more relevant here is 
protecting the independence of the re-
searchers. Unfortunately, says Gärtner, 
“very few are. Scientists can be bought.” 
There simply isn’t enough public money.

THE FREEDOM TO CRITICIZE
Still, there are some scientists for whom 
autonomy and independence are sacred. 
The physicist Marcus Huber, a leader in 
research on quantum information theory 
and its application at the Austrian Acade-
my of Sciences (Österreichische Akademie 
der Wissenschaften) in Vienna, does not 
take any funds from any military. Howev-
er, he denies that funds from the Pentagon 
are linked to conditions or bring military 
benefits, he said in an interview. Then why 
does he refuse military money? 

“Research funding has a steering effect. 
We must ask ourselves if the U.S. military 
should determine what we do research 
on,” Huber said. He would also like “to be 
able to criticize the military without having 
to worry that I will be deprived of fund-
ing.” Basic research in Austria is extremely 
under-funded, he went on, so he “can un-
derstand why precariously employed re-
searchers take money from the military.”

Today, however,  every Austrian 

PAY, PAID, PENTAGON 
Austria spends 3.1% of its GDP on research and development, which puts it in the top 10 R&D nations of the world. 

Some of the funding also comes from abroad.  

Which universities received how much 
money from the  

U.S. military since 2014? 
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In 2019, €12.8 BILLION  
was spent in Austria for  
research and experimental 
development, Statistik 
Austria estimates. 

49% of these come  
from companies

35% from the  
federal government 

and around 15% from abroad. 

The FWF, Austria’s central 
institution for the promotion 
of projects of competitive 
basic research, awarded 
€230 MILLION  in funding  
in 2018 (together with 
other institutions). 
Compared to the previous 
year, the sum rose by  
8.5% or €949 MILLION,  
and the approval  
rate dropped from  
22.4% TO 22.1%. 
According to FWF’s head,  
Klement Tockner, excellent 
projects worth  
€50 MILLION could not  
be promoted in 2018.
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“In physics or nanotechnology, it is extremely 
difficult to exclude military research funding 
across the board.”  
Antonio Loprieno, head of Austria’s Science Council (Österreichischer Wissenschaftsrat, ÖWR)

The Institute for Quantum Optics and Quantum Information has research groups working on the cutting edge of the field in both Vienna and Austria. Some of the funding for IQOQI Innsbruck 
projects came from the U.S. military, even if the total numbers are rather marginal. 

university takes third-party funding. “This 
goes in a fatal direction and creates new de-
pendencies,” Gärtner is convinced. “No-
body [on the outside] knows where the 
funding is coming from.” It would be ideal, 
he says, if each university institute itself 
would publish their research results. “This 
would establish some public control. But 
that is not really feasible.”

This is because of the principle of academic 
freedom, basic to the country’s intellectual 

life, according to Antonio Loprieno, head of 
Austria’s Science Council (Österreichischer 
Wissenschaftsrat, ÖWR): “The freedom of 
research must not be compromised. Today 
we are committed to open access and open 
science – which means no secret clauses – in 
an economic application, confidentiality 
clauses would be legitimate, but not in pure 
science. Here publication must be insured … 
regardless of the donor. This must also apply 
to military donors.”

THE GRAY AREAS
“In physics or nanotechnology, it is ex-
tremely difficult to exclude military research 
funding across the board. Their applications 
can be very wide and to reject these funds 
would be too big a restriction of the freedom 
of research,” Loprieno said. 

Still, universities have a choice, Loprieno 
told Metropole. “If a university thinks that it 
can do without this source and rejects mili-
tary funding on moral grounds or because of 
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its research portfolio, it should do so. [These 
should be] pragmatic and moral decisions. 
Many of the civil clauses allow some leeway, 
and I think that’s right.”

Others share this case-by-case approach: 
“Given the broad scope of the duties of the 
Austria army, military research at public uni-
versities can hardly be forbidden,” Wolfgang 
Liebert, head of the Institute of Safety and 
Risk Sciences at Vienna’s University of Nat-
ural Resources and Life Sciences (“Boku”) 
and chairman at Boku’s ethics platform, said 
in an interview. 

But the gray area between civil and mili-
tary research goals – what’s called “dual use” 
– is widening, and scientists both in- and 
outside of the university are becoming in-
creasingly uneasy. 

British universities have faced similar con-
flicts, Liebert says, where government poli-
cymakers deliberately set up broad-based 
civil-military cooperation. He urges Austri-
an scientists to “take a close look” when mil-
itary funds are involved. In these cases, “civil 
clauses would be very helpful.”

After the Wiener Zeitung report, Boku re-
inforced its restrictions on military 

research. Today, scientists at Boku applying 
for funding from military sources are obliged 
to notify the administration. But in theory, 
they are still allowed to accept them. The 
university has also adopted a “charter of 
ethics,” committed to peaceful research. 
The University of Innsbruck reports includ-
ing “peaceful research” in its mission state-
ment, detailing that their scientists “do not 
conduct armaments research.” 

ENACTING “CIVIL CLAUSES” 
For STUGERU this is not enough. They want 
students to vote on civil clauses in the univer-
sity election in 2021. “We would be delighted 
if student initiatives would work out political 
petitions with us,” the ÖH presidency team 
commented in a statement. 
However, the U.S. military is still handing out 
generous grants to Austria, according to their 
public online database. While the total 

numbers are marginal in comparison to the 
universities’ global budget (see previous 
page), it is still substantial, with research 
grants of about €30 million since 2014. And 
perhaps ironically, the lion’s share – some 
€21 million – went to seven projects at the 
University of Innsbruck, including €5 million 
to the Institute for Quantum Optics and 
Quantum Information through 2020.

But it’s not for military use – at least not 
directly. It’s about better, faster computing, 
with applications at every level of public and 
private life. “Quantum computers can solve 
problems that are very hard for classical 
computers, for instance chemical calcula-
tions,” explains Rainer Blatt, research di-
rector at the Institute for Quantum Optics 
and Quantum Information (IQOQI) at the 
university of Innsbruck, in a written state-
ment. It’s for what he calls “optimization,” 
i.e. more reliable results, especially with 
chemical simulations.

Physicist Philip Walther at the University 
of Vienna also works in quantum computing 
and has received some €900,000 from the 
U.S. military. “The project supports data se-
curity from traditional software,” reported 

Researcher Manuel Reisenbauer, member of the Aspelmeyer 
group, is seen here working on the experiment that cooled a 
levitated nanoparticle to its motional quantum groundstate 
(see picture on opposite page). His research team is part of 
the Institute for Quantum Optics and Quantum Information  
(IQOQI) in Vienna. The IQOQI in Innsbruck was awarded €5 
million in grants from the U.S. military for similar research.



Bettina Figl is a staff journalist at Wiener Zeitung.  
This article was revised and adapted from a German version published in the Wiener Zeitung in December 2019. 

university of Vienna spokeswoman Cor-
nelia Blum, in a statement. “With quan-
tum technology, it can only be used 
once,” providing better protection against 
viruses or trojans.

Oncologist Christian Singer accepts 
Pentagon funding for breast cancer re-
search. His Breast Health Center at Vien-
na’s Medical University (MedUni) has 
accepted around €5 million to study al-
ternatives to surgery. “To date, the only 
therapy has been to remove both breasts 
and ovaries – [as with] Angelina Jolie. But 
this has major risks,” Singer told 
Metropole. “So we’re testing an easily-tol-
erated syringe administered to women at 
high risk.” 

For his study, nearly 3,000 healthy 
women with increased breast cancer risk 
– a “BRCA1 mutation” – are receiving 
semi-annual injections of an antibody 
that mimics the effects of osteoprotegerin 

in bone metabolism, preemptively for a 
period of five years. The MedUni, which is 
leading the project, works with research-
ers at Harvard and an international team of 
scientists scattered over seven countries. 
The study is co-funded by the German 
Ministry of Education, donors in the UK 
and Australia, and a pharmaceutical com-
pany. “Unfortunately no one from 
Austria,” Singer says.

IN THE END, WE MUST DECIDE
Investing in quantum technology makes 
sense for the military. But breast cancer? 

“I don’t know the background either,” 
the oncologist says. “The health of the US 
military and their families is certainly an 
important aspect.” And while the military 
application of research results might not 
always be obvious, in his project the case is 
simple: “We are clearly doing research for 
the people.”

Among decision makers, the students 
seem to have few allies: To intervene, say 
researchers and policy makers, would 
mean breaching the universi ty’s 
time-honored privilege of academic free-
dom. “It is up to the universities to decide,” 
Hubertus Schmid-Schmidsfelden, a 
spokesperson at the Federal Ministry of 
Education and Science, told Metropole. 
“It’s important to differentiate. There is 
nothing wrong with basic research.”

Often, it is simply impossible to know 
where it will lead, says physicist Blatt, his 
work is in an area “whose concrete use 
cannot really be assessed” at this point. Ul-
timately, it is about “researching and de-
veloping basic building blocks for a future 
quantum computer.” This is simply the 
nature of basic research, writes Christian 
Flatz, PR deputy at the University of Inns-
bruck: “It is up to society to decide how the 
results will be used.”   
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