E(ST) MEETING

the vaunting of the case against Government finance

market research and despite all the talk of ceasing
e S

commercial winners, there ig a lot of muddled

g both 1in tne ACOST advice and the DES paper- Both
e il

isplay an underlying hankering after some form of
ureaucratic direction of research towards the tuseful' or
There is a clear shift of funding away from
science to what Fairclough calls ‘enabling technology'-
ne DES paper speaks with some self—congratulation on SERC's

rhe spend on engineering research by cut-backs
e st it
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We must therefore beware +hat the present vogue for
%

rsorganisation of funding mechanisms and restructuring

rasearch councils with enhanced partipation by industry: is

not the start of a great nevw winner picking game

masquerading as a new dawn. In Plato's Republic: Socrates

Seks Glaucon if money should be spent on astronomy and
Glaucon replies that it ought to be because of its military
g .
and navigational value. Socrates replies that he is amused
to see such fear of recommending useless studies. The
o e
debate 18 therefore over 2000 years old and still unr olved

papers we have today-

is danger that
the

Consider £

Research Centres
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x a specific matter

As human discovery
ci

science into an ient

e sy

t is also good that industry be encouraged to support IRCs
nd it is in industry's own general interest to do so. A

crong national science base;, well managed as ooposed to

economically directed, automatically contributes to high

ndustrial preductivity and national return on capital. The
roximity of the top research establishments in California

to Silicon Valley and in Massachussetts to Route 126 are not
R

coincidental. Much academic research is funded by industry
and many of the industrial leaders have their educational
roots in proximate academies. This partnership did not,

however, flourish through industry attempting to pre-ordain

the outcome of the research and pushing funds into what some

committee foresaw to be commercially exploitable! It was

nased on identifying and supporting high quality team
leadership, setting a budget, and then leaving well alone -
the Perutz approach rather than that of David Phillips and

Francis Tombs.

It is a great fallacy that research can be corralled into
specific areas by economic forces alone. Unless the

intellectual 1eadership is there, and intellectual

leadership is always driven by curiosity. economic pressures
Vdi

1 simply lead to second-rate work. If we are to set up
some 40 IRCs by 1993 to cover some 15% of work supported by

+he Research Councils, three crucial points follow:
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to be focussed d exploitable

an
ir funding must not de 1 the funds going

It is disturbing ti current figures

real cut in the science budget between

strialists should be encouraged to play a general

n 1
art in IRC funding. Beware, however, of those who seek
<

e AR, . =
specific answers for an immediate benefit. Otherwise

’v__’—’ R o .

fhe IRCs will do industry's own near market research at
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a discount. It worried me to hear Francis Tombs last

W

month talking about IRCs being set up 1n industrial

premises. The xind of industry support to be encouraged

is that wnhich sponsors a general field of inquiry, the

way ICI might support research into the bonding

mechanism of polymers.

——

Dual Support Re-aporaisal and Research Council Restructuring

Despite all their faults the Research Councils ultimately
impose accountability on the spenders of their funds. This
is not true of the UGC and once money has been allocated its
deployment is completely at the whim of the recipient
university. This has led to much wastage and inefficiency
with life tenured teaching posts a visible scandal. The
proposad rethink of this area is therefore both overdue and
welcome. It should be encouraged. The objective should be
improved teaching and research quality leading to greater
value for money. Management mechanisms which achieve these

should be supported.

the IRC argument above, we must: be watchful that the

h
does t+ turn from quality to exploitability and

no
otimum management of research funds is not confused
seeabls commercial benefit. When I

s were about management inefficiencies and was

n g




not against the importance of the work simply because it was

reamote from commercial exploitability.

There are clear arguments for greater accountability on the
sum total which universities receive. A good start would be
to divide the money between research and teaching and it is
nonsense to argue that academics cannot apportion their
time. People in industry who work on different projects
such as merchant bankers or consultants do it all the time.

forms the basis of charging the client!

is also the time to take a look at the Research
s

ncils' enormous imbalance. SERC absorbs £330m annually
hereas AFC and NERC together absorb £120m. It might
refore make sense to merge AFRC and NERC and to transfer
biological funding from SERC to an enlarged MRC perhaps
led the Biological Research Council. The latter would be
itterly fought by SERC, with all sorts of 'disinterested’
rguments for maintaining the status quo. They would argue
that to allow SERC to fission would be a move in the
opposite direction from the whole thinking behind
inter-disciplinary work! There is no limit to sophistry

when self-interest is defended.

The condensation of the Research Councils into a smaller
number having approximately comparable budgets seems a
worthy goal and should be supported. Indeed, anything which
cuts down the bureaucracy of this country's multifarious
methods of research £inancing can only be helpful to those
who provide and those who spend, as well as those ultimately

accountable, namely HMG.

the possibility of merging the
(UFC) and the Polytechnic
hing funds could be

with research 1n




An idea so fundamental, which could ultimately
rhe difference petween unive

anics, may be outside the scope ol Howevar

ions should be taken in the present debate which

timately preclude this solution.

ctivity and costs

guments in Paragraph 36 that selectivity and
ration of research will inevitably mean new spending
tainly not self-evident and should be tested. The
1 argument for selectivity was to avoid spreading
research funds too thinly over too many

increasing and more costly fields.

may be a case for increasing the overall research
and but this argument does not make 1it. Proposed
gres for ensuring efficient management of the funds, as
opposed to economic direction of the wWork, should be central

to any sound case for more money.
Summarv

For basic science, economic penefit analysis is a waste

of time becausée the greatest advances have always come

from unexpected directions. The economic consequence of

basic sclence Ts in principle unplannable, and any

R i e
economic returns are pure speculation. This does not

argue that taxpayers' money should be handed out on

demand to the scientific lobby to spend at will.

Through elected Government the nation must decide how
it has available for basic scieace and in which

has achieved leadership and can therefore be

to do better than other nations. For a given

level, value for money criteria must be




hich do not rely on prejudging the work's

the short term to be useless is

which has the greatest Tong term value.

atomic energy are obvious examples and

many others. If the electronics industry was

the gquantum physics industry in the same way as

R

chemical industry is so-called, the point would be
obvious to many who do not have the scientific education

to perceive the direct, albeit long term, linkage.
/
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By contrast, the technology programme is addressed well.

Academia and industry are peing joined in fields such as

polymer composites, ceramics, opto-electronics and radio

technology. Having acted as catalyst., Government should
. sy,

try to stay out of this partnership. It should be left

£0 the vislon of those individual businessmen who spot
s

the opportunities which university brain power offer

successful pusinesses of the 90s will be those who

nave thought out the relationship between marketing,
S—EE

development and research. These are cnree separate
activities which must be palanced and IBM is a classic
example of hovw to get the palance right. Development
should always be drawn by the possibility of market
demand wnereas research must continuously extend the
boundaries of the possible with little pra—judgement

apout usefulness and profitability.

Many of the present proposals are gocod and show

innovative thought . However, underlying a lot of the

rsasoning is & proclivity to direct taxpayers money into
thought to be economically peneficial. We must

+his balance continue to erode funds from core




Continue tO develop the line that it is Government's job

~

to £inance science but industry's to finance technology

unless Government needs that technology for its own

purposes such as defence.

Emphasise that, regardless of whether the activity has
reached the vicinity of commercial exploitation, it can
pe managed SO as to optimise value for money- should

ACOST be asked to advice on how?

1In which sciences and tachnologies is Britain currently
ahead? Does E(ST) accept that we should give priority.
in basic science. to those areas where we have

demonstrated leadershipy rather than to exploitability.

How much should Government concern jtself with the level
of private sector R&D expenditure. Wwill not the rough
justice of the market place utlimately decide those
companies who survive and will they not have been the

ones that spent the 'right’ amount on R&D?

Is it not l1ikely that, as corporate profitability and
the industrial base of the country recovers: R&D

activity will naturally return to an internationally
competitive level without cossetting and exhortation

from Government.

Is there a major fallacy in the way defence R&D is
measured? Some outside commentators have suggested that
as much as one half of the £2.3 pillion R&D accounted by
the MOD 1is really procuremen;. How can we get at the

answer?




