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The protest in Berlin was part of a debate on a law about fixed-term contracts for researchers.

POSTDOCS IN GERMANY
PROTEST AGAINST
WORKING CONDITIONS

A potential legal reformis reigniting debate about
atime limit on fixed-term postdoc contracts.

By Layal Liverpool

undreds of researchers gathered in

front of the German research minis-

try in Berlin on 24 March to demand

improvements to working conditions

inacademia. The protest is the latest
flashpoint in a long-running debate about a
law that means postdocs canbe employed on
fixed-term contracts for only up to six years
after they complete their PhD.

“This was the biggest protest we have ever
managed to create,” says co-organizer Sandra
Janssen, amember of the Network for Decent
Labour in Academia, which coordinated the
protest. Aswell as campaigning to abolish the
Act on Fixed-Term Employment Contracts in
Academia (WissZeitVG), the network is call-
ing for the introduction of permanent con-
tracts for postdocs and for the abolition of
habilitation, a thesis-based qualification often
required to become a professor.

In Germany, as in many countries, postdocs
face tough competition for limited faculty
positions. But those who can’t secure perma-
nent jobs before the six-year limit might be
forced to leave academia — or the country.

“Germany is losing a lot of great minds to
other places,” says Igor Ogashawara, a post-
docin environmental science at the Leibniz
Institute of Freshwater Ecology and Inland
Fisheriesin Berlin.

Deadline slashed

The protest was part of a backlash against a
17 March proposal by the research ministry
toreduce the limit to three years. After two
days of widespread criticism from the research
community, the ministry said that it was with-
drawing the draft bill. It went on to say that it
would host a live-streamed open discussion
on 30 March to inform the development of a
revised draft. “We take this debate very seri-
ously and will once again bring all stakeholders
to the table,” a spokesperson for the German
Federal Ministry for Education and Research
told Nature.

The ministry has argued that without a limit
onthe postdoc phase, it would become more
difficult for new generations of researchers
to enter academia. It proposed the reduc-
tion after consulting stakeholders includ-
ing universities and research institutions.
But academics who spoke to Nature said
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that three years isn’t long enough to find a
permanent position.

“Shortening the postdoc period as it was
planned is suicidal to the system. No one gets
intoa competitive position within threeyears,”
says Paula-Irene Villa Braslavsky, a professor
insociology and gender studies at the Ludwig
Maximilian University of Munich. “I couldn’t
have done it at all.” She started a petition
opposing the proposed reform, which has
received signatures from almost 2,800 pro-
fessors at German institutions.

Ogashawara, who is originally from Brazil,
says that the postdoc time limit makes things
particularly difficult for researcherswhoaren’t
German citizens, because applying for a visa
andresidence permit can be complexand time
consuming. “We lose a lot of time, especially
non-Europeans,” he says. “So, in the end, we
donothave alot of time to do our research.”

Janssen, apostdocin comparative literature
and the history of science at the Institute for
Advanced Study in the Humanities Essen,
says one problem is the lack of permanent
positions available. She thinks that elimi-
nating the WissZeitVG entirely would force
research institutions to create more perma-
nent positions, instead of continually hiring
postdocs on fixed-term contracts with limited
opportunities for career progression.

VillaBraslavsky says that the postdoc phase
coincides with when many people start hav-
ing children —asit did for her. The WissZeitVG
allows extensions to the six-year limit for
researchers who become parents or have a
disability or chronicillness. But taking time
outremains adisadvantageinterms of career
progression, she says.

Braindrain

Thetime limit and lack of permanent positions
alsoaffects VillaBraslavsky asaprincipal inves-
tigator. “Itis often difficult to retain excellent
people,” she says. In a statement published
online inresponse to the proposed reform,
24 academics who left Germany to pursue
research careers in other countries warned
ofa“braindrain”.

Thomas Kirchner, a physicist at the Martin
Luther University of Halle-Wittenberg who
co-organized the Berlin protest, is among
those considering leaving. “I have family in
Germany, I have friends in Germany, | would
like to stay in Germany, but if 'm on an open
playing field and I don’t have these constraints,
then I'm not choosing Germany. I mean, why
would I?” he says.

Immediately after the protest, Kirchner says,
the Network for Decent Labour in Academia
received many communication requests from
the research ministry. “Ithink they heardus a
little,” he says. But he wasn’t optimistic about
the open discussion on 30 March. “My big-
gest fear actually is that it will just resultin a
stalemate, so now nothing changes.”
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