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While in 2014 the impact of the imposed sanctions 
only could be expressed using a subjunctive mood1, 
in 2015 they already had a stronger effect on Russian 
science. However, there is no linear interdepend-
ence whatsoever between the economic sanctions 
against Russia and the changes in Russian science, 
which have became visible due to newly developed 
external conditions. This has triggered not only eco-
nomic changes but also transformation of the entire 
scientific environment in Russia. One of the most 
pronounced manifestation of this is a series of devel-
opments which have been observed over the recent 
six months. The starting point refers to a law ban-
ning ‘undesirable’ international organizations2, which 
was adopted on May 2015. Together with the law 
in force which requires nongovernmental organiza-
tions to register as ‘foreign agents’, this law launched 
the process of destruction of the framework of non-
government support to science via nonprofit foun-
dations/organizations and contributed to changes in 
the Russian scientific environment. 

Under the law on ‘undesirable’ international 
organizations, any organization which is recognized 
as such is to be banned in Russia. This status is to be 
granted to organizations whose activities are recog-
nized as a threat to the foundations of the Russian 
constitutional system and the national defense 
and security. ‘Undesirable’ organizations are often 
those which finance nonprofit organizations (NPOs), 
with the latter being further recognized as “foreign 
agents”3. 

1  Dezhina I. The state of science and innovations // Russian 
Economy in 2014. Trends and Outlooks. – Issue  36. – M.: The 
Gaidar Institute for Economic Policy, 2015. – PP. 362–363. 
2  Russian Federation Federal Law No. 129-FZ of 23.05.2015. 
“On Amendments to Certain Legal Acts of the Russian Federation 
”. http://publication.pravo.gov.ru/Document/View/000120150523
0001?index=0&rangeSize=1 
3  Peremitin G. Putin signs a law banning ‘undesirable’ interna-
tional organizations. http://top.rbc.ru/politics/23/05/2015/55609
f719a794774b30bd2a7 23.05.2015. 

Over the recent six months the impact of economic sanctions on Russian science has begun manifesting itself, 
directly and indirectly, in increased prices and restrictions on exports to Russia of research tools, equipment, 
materials, and pulling out of the country of some of the foundations which previously provided a substantial sup-
port to science in Russia. The sanctions have affected not only economic conditions for science in Russia but also 
the environment inside research institutions and universities.

Direct consequences of economic sanctions 
Direct consequences of the economic sanctions 

have manifested themselves rapidly in higher costs 
and lower competitive power of research activities 
in Russia. A shortage of foreign equipment and rea-
gents has built up, most of which are imported from 
the countries which imposed the economic sanctions, 
and the price the equipment and reagents has raised 
sharply in response to the ruble’s depreciation. Many 
foreign firms including those from EC member-states 
have refused to supply scientific equipment4 and 
materials over fears that they might be used for mili-
tary purposes5. 

Some of the research areas have been hit hardest 
by economic sanctions. For instance, the cooperation 
in space with the NASA Agency has been frozen, mak-
ing foreign spare parts for sophisticated appliances 
unavailable for the Russian part. Russian special-
ists have to redesign appliances so that domestically 
manufactured components can be used6, which is a 
time-consuming and costly process, and it might not 
be efficient at all. 

In-house initiatives at universities and research 
organizations can be considered as some sort of 
response to external pressure, which aim to reduce 
the number of study tours to western countries, keep-
ing track of papers which are published in foreign jour-
nals, and this is not just for the purpose of identifying 
those who are supposed to be paid for publishing an 
article in a top-rated journal. Universities and research 
institutes have begun to establish special-purpose 
units to control relations with foreign nationals7. 

4  The sanctions reach Russian science. http://укроп.org/
санкции-дошли-и-до-российской-науки/ 14 August 2015. 
5  For example, laser spare parts. 
6  Kotlyar P. The sanctions hit the moon project. http://www.
gazeta.ru/science/2015/09/07_a_7733555.shtml 07 September 
2015. 
7  Gerden E. Russia Faces International Scientific Blockage. 
http://www.rsc.org/chemistryworld/2015/08/russia-faces-inter-
national-scientific-blockade 13 August 2015. 
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Foreign specialists have been fired, including 
American venture investor Kendrick White whose case 
has been highly-publicized. He was employed for more 
than 20 years at the Lobachevsky State University of 
Nizhny Novgorod, being in the capacity of vice-rector 
over the recent few years1. Firing cases reflect changes 
in the internal environment at certain universities with 
regard to hiring foreign nationals, especially from the 
countries which have imposed sanctions, such as the 
United States and EC member-states. It should be not-
ed that no official ban has been imposed at the federal 
government level, and official documents and speech-
es keep advocating for internalization of science. 

Indirect consequences of economic sanctions 
The indirect impacts of the sanctions have mani-

fested themselves in increasing intolerance of foreign 
organizations originating from the countries which 
have imposed sanctions, and operating through their 
missions in Russia and providing support to, among 
other things, education and science, or Russian enti-
ties which are somehow associated with support and 
promotion of so-called “foreign” ideas and opinions.

As a result, organizations, which for many years 
implemented research support and staff training pro-
grams in both natural and social sciences, have now 
been forced out of the Russian science domain which 
runs short of nongovernment foundations. Widely 
covered was adding the Russian Dynasty charitable 
foundation to the ‘foreign agent’ list, in May 2015, 
on the ground that its founder Dmitry Zimin held the 
funds, which were spent on supporting Russian sci-
ence, with a foreign bank outside the country. The 
Foundation was accused of being involved in political 
activity by supporting the Liberal Mission Foundation 
headed by Yevgeny Yasin2. Hence it appeared, follow-
ing the logics of the Russian Ministry of Justice, that 
the Foundation deserved the ‘foreign agent’ status 
for supporting a political activity with funding from 
abroad.

Many Russian scientific organizations and academ-
ics, the international community, and the Council of 
Science of the Russian Education and Science Ministry 
spoke in defense of and removal of the Foundation 

1  For detail description of the sequence of events see 
Chernykh A. The Nizhniy Novgorod University fires an American 
employee after a TV spot // Kommersant, 30 July 2015 http://
www.kommersant.ru/doc/2758406; Chernykh A. “I think that it 
was decided in Moscow, not at the university” // Kommersant, 
21 July 2015 http://www.kommersant.ru/doc/2773122 
2  Grozovsky B., Epple N., Aptekar P. Dmitry Zimin and 
Yevgeny Yasin as a threat to the Russian security // Vedomosti, 
No. 3838, 26 May 2015. http://www.vedomosti.ru/opinion/
articles/2015/05/26/593621-dmitrii-zimin-i-evgenii-yasin-
kak-ugroza-rossiiskoi-bezopasnosti 

from the ‘foreign agent’ list3. This was to no avail, as 
was the case two years before that, when social unity 
and opposition against an instant reform of the Russian 
Academy of Sciences (RAS) had no success. This is 
indicative of weak civil society institutions in science. 
Furthermore, no conditions have been created for 
their development. As a result, the Dynasy Foundation 
Board in July 2015 made a resolution on liquidation4. 

There are less publicized events which have fol-
lowed the same logics and resulted in similar con-
sequences. The Russian branch of the MacArthur 
Foundation was closed and a new wave of negative 
attitude toward George Soros and his foundations was 
launched. In the early 1990s, Soros allocated about 
$100m through his International Science Foundation 
to support research in natural sciences in Russia and 
helped Russian basic science survive during a tough 
period after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Later, 
G. Soros supported educational and Internet projects. 
Soros’s foundations in Russia always received widely 
differing opinions, however, in the 1990s the Russian 
State Duma expressed gratitude (twice) to G. Soros for 
his support to education and science. In July 2015 his 
foundation (Open Society Institute) was added to the 
Federation Council’s (Russia’s upper house of parlia-
ment) Patriotic “stop list”5 of NGOs whose presence in 
the Russian Federation is unwelcome6. 

The MacArthur Foundation was added to the ‘stop 
list” as well. As a result, the management decided to 
pull out of Russia7. The Foundation launched its pro-
grams in Russia in 1992, providing support to both indi-
vidual social science researchers and Russian universi-
ties (including, e.g., The National Research University 
Higher School of Economics). The Foundation’s major 
initiative in Russian science was the program called 
Basic Research and Higher Education (BSHE), and the 
Foundation allocated $32m for the BSHE in 1998–
2009. The BSHE was implemented in association with 
and financial participation of the Russian Education 

3  Khokhlov A. A catastrophe beneath our eyes // http://www.
gazeta.ru/science/2015/05/28_a_6736753.shtml 28.05.2015; 
Tagayeva L., Antonova E., Rustamova F. The Fall of “Dynasty” // 
RBC, No. 88, 26 May 2015. – pp. 10–11 (http://rbcdaily.ru/indus-
try/562949995305596). 
4  Dynasty Foundation makes a resolution on liquidation. http://
newsru.com/russia/08jul2015/dynasty.html 08 July 2015. 
5  The Federation Council announces a Patriotic “stop list” 
including 12 foreign NPOs. http://www.interfax.ru/russia/452158 
07.07.2015. 
6  Bratetsky A. ‘Undesireable’ George Soros. http://www.gazeta.
ru/politics/2015/08/12_a_7683475.shtml 12 August 2015. 
7  Mukhametshina E. The first organization of those add-
ed to the “patriotic stop list” leaves Russia. The MacArthur 
Foundation announces the closure of their branch in Russia // 
Vedomosti, 23 July 2015. http://www.vedomosti.ru/politics/
articles/2015/07/23/601800-iz-rossii-ushla-pervaya-iz-orga-
nizatsii-vnesennih-v-patrioticheskii-stop-list. 
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and Science Ministry. Twenty research and educational 
centers (RECs) were established as part of the BSHE in 
Russian universities in natural sciences. The effective-
ness of the REC model was officially recognized, and 
hence the centers were the progenitor, in some way, of 
future RECs which were established and run at Russian 
universities and scientific organizations, with funding 
being provided as part of the Federal Target Program 
“Research and Academic Personnel of Innovative 
Russia” for 2009–2013. 

The closure of foundations is quite a rational deci-
sion of their management, because once an organi-
zation is granted the ‘foreign agent’ status, its actual 
activities will face serious problems: it is impossible 
to work with state-funded institutions, most of which 
make up the core base of scientific and educational 
organizations. The same is true with ‘undesirable’ 
organizations – receiving grants from such organiza-
tions is risky now. 

The reason why the foundations, which for years 
provided support to Russian education and sci-
ence and received numerous appreciations from the 
Russian government authorities, now have turned out 
to be undesirable foreign agents, is political and has 
nothing to do with their contribution to the support of 
Russian science. Such a specific response to sanctions 
has an adverse effect on the state of Russian science 
not only from economic but also physiological point 
of view. Unfortunately, science cannot be independ-
ent from politics. The history is aware of the conse-
quences of such dependence, e.g., the losses incurred 
by a crackdown on genetics and cybernetics in the 
deceased Soviet Union have not been recovered and 
the lagging behind global scientific achievements has 
not been overcome.

International cooperation and sanctions 
Official rhetoric in favor of supporting the develop-

ment of international cooperation in science contin-
ue amid mounting tensions between Russia and the 
advanced innovative countries. Furthermore, it has 
been emphasized on a regular basis that science is 
international and international scientific cooperation 
is the development basis. For instance, Project 5–1001 
encourages higher education institutions to publish 
articles in foreign journals and participate in interna-
tional activities, as well as hire foreign specialists. 

However, priorities are gradually shifting. At the 
country level, the BRICS group of emerging economies 

1  Project 5–100 aims to enhance the competitive power of 
Russian universities among the world’s leading research and edu-
cational centers. The goal of Project 5-100 is to maximize the com-
petitive position of a group of leading Russian universities in the 
global research and education market. Source: http://5top100.ru/ 

have to the fore, and in terms of personal composition 
new hopes have been placed on developing coopera-
tion with the members of the Russian expatriate com-
munity. 

Scientific performance analysis in the BRICS coun-
tries shows that scientific relations between the mem-
ber-countries are week. Moreover, these countries 
are seeking cooperation with top countries in terms 
of science, not with each other2. BRICS countries have 
no sufficient resources (Table 1), although there is a 
potential for developing scientific cooperation by 
enhancing their mutual positions. 

Table 1 
the citation ranking of russia and other Brics 

countries in WeBof science core collection, 
2009–2013 

Country 
Normalized citation 

of publications 
in journals 

Percentage  
of cited publications 

in journals, % 
Russia 0.56 50.0 
Brazil 0.70 58.0 
India 0.75 61.0 
China 0.96 63.0 
South Africa 1.02 62.0 
Worldwide 
average 1.00 –

Source: In Cites Thomson Reuters, 2015. Cited from: Arefiev P. 
BRICS: searching for an objective ranking of higher education insti-
tutions. http://www.unkniga.ru/vishee/4515-brics-v-poiske-objek-
tivnogo-rejtinga-vuzov.html 21.05.2015.

Germany is another country with which cooperation 
is not yet affected by sanctions. Russian higher educa-
tion institutions have been allowed to extend relations 
via long-standing organizations such as the German 
Research Foundation (DFG) and the German Academic 
Exchange Service (DAAD)3. The German counterparty 
reports that the number of applications from Russian 
organizations has recently been increased sharply. 
Germany’s special stance may not last long because 
this priority is mostly likely political. 

The Russian expatriate community have been taking 
an active part in developing relations by, among other 
things, providing support in establishing modern labo-
ratories at higher education institutions with funding 
via the Project 5–1004. The most recent survey including 

2  Dezhina I. BRICS countries: scientific cooperation guide-
lines // Global Economy and International Relations, 2015. – No. 9. 
pp. 14–23. 
3  Vitstum T. Putin forces Russian higher education institutes to 
focus on the West // InnoPressa Press Digest, 03.08.2015. http://
www.inopressa.ru/article/03aug2015/welt/science.html. 
4  Russian-speaking scientists in the United States, Europe and 
Asia have plans to establish in ТПУ six laboratories. http://news.
tpu.ru/news/2015/05/05/23341/ 22.05.2015; the first in Russia 
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150 members of the Russian scientific expatriate com-
munity has shown that those members of the commu-
nity who have established active relations with Russia 
are politically loyal and tend to develop cooperation dis-
regarding political issues, including sanctions1. 

Do sanctions have a positive effect? 
A matter in question is whether it is possible to take 

advantage of the situation in the country and turn 
sanctions into an incentive for developing science and 
innovations. 

Indeed, positive outcomes of sanctions have been 
diagnosed in terms of innovation. For instance, the 

multidisciplinary Research Center RASA was established at the 
St.Petersburg Polytechnic University http://www.sdelanounas.ru/
blogs/53229. 
1  Analytical report: “Developing cooperation with the Russian 
scientific expatriate community: experience, problems, outlooks”, 
Irina Dezhina, head of an expert group. The report is scheduled for 
presentation on November 2015. 

number of inventors and innovators has increased 
in Russia, according to the National Association 
of Innovations and Development of Information 
Technologies,. The Russian innovation activity index 
has increased 18%, as well as the number of new pro-
jects in the industries which depend most on foreign 
technologies, namely biotechnologies, pharmaceutics, 
agriculture, microelectronics, unmanned-related hard-
ware and robotics2. It is difficult to forecast the results 
of these projects and whether they can compensate 
for mounting isolationism. In fact, these projects aim 
to substitute imports, keeping science on the fringes 
of the task. This is why no positive effects of the sanc-
tions has been observed so far.   

2  Revich Y. The impact of sanctions on the Russian innovation 
sector // Novaya Gazeta, 29 August 2014. http://www.novayaga-
zeta.ru/economy/65042.html. 


