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ENERGY

How Gas Lost

TrE extent of the British Government’s retreat on
the use of natural gas in power stations was described
last week in a paper discussed by the Institute of
Actuaries. The institute, not usually a place where
fuel policy is discussed, was talking about a paper by
Mr C. I. K. Forster, director of statistics at the Ministry
of Power. Mr Forster provided the fullest account
yet published of the background to the Fuel Policy
White Paper of November 1967, and also of the develop-
ments since then, which have included a Government
directive to the Gas Council and the Central Electricity
Generating Board that no natural gas is to be sold for
electricity generation.

The Fuel Policy White Paper, Mr Forster explained,
resulted principally from two statistical exercises;
first, the “assumptions exercise’’, which was intended to
produce unbiased estimates of the demand for all
types of fuel until 1975, and second, the “natural gas
absorption exercise”, intended to define how far gas
from the North Sea was likely to penetrate into the
domestic fuel economy. These two opcrations, com-
pleted by January 1967, showed that coal was facing a
sharp decline whatever policies were adopted. Greater
protection for the coal industry seemed impracticable,
Mr Forster said, as well as costly. By April 1967, the
chances of absorbing natural gas more rapidly seemed
to have improved, and new estimates were made which
suggested that the electricity generating industry would
by 1970 be using an amount of gas equivalent to
9 million tons of coal, and by 1975 equivalent to
14 million tons of coal. But after the Fuel Policy
conference in May at Sunningdale, Lord Robens won a
substantial victory with the admission that the rate
of contraction envisaged for the coal industry up to
1970 was too damaging; the White Paper in November
that year gave a consumption of only 2 m.t.c.e. of gas
in the power station by 1970, instead of 9 m.t.c.e. Oil
had also suffered a cut-back between the April assess-
ment and the White Paper. These were substantial
concessions, but they have been followed by further
reductions in the potential market for gas, including,
most recently, the decision that the Gas Council is to
sell no gas at all for use in power stations.

All this will one day make fascinating material for
the historians and students of pressure group polities.
Meanwhile, the Ministry of Power has moved on to the
production of its computer model of the fuel economy,
which should in future make a contribution to the
formulation of fuel policy. Mr Forster said that the
model is now reaching its prototype stage, and that
further development will certainly be necessary before
the ministry and the fuel industries have real confidence
in the results. In its present form, the model is not
capable of determining what policy is best even on a
specified set of assumptions, because not alf of these
have yet been quantified—the convenience of different
fuels, for example, cannot easily be assessed, and the
assumptions could also be upset by a successful adver-
tising campaign by one or other of the competing fuels.
But it should be able to indicate the likely consequences
of a variety of decisions; as Mr Forster puts it, the
sort of questions it will be able to answer will be “What
would be the likely outcome of . . . ?” Or “How much
difference would it make if . . . ?” When the model
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can answer questions like these, it will be, said Mr
Forster, “a powerful and flexible tool . . . but human
judgment will remain a vital element”.

UNIVERSITIES

Brighter Statistics

WHATEVER may be tarnished about the University
Grants Committee, the committee now has a bright new
format for its latest set of statistics compiled from the
returns of British universities. Instead of publishing
the returns as in the past as a parliamentary document,
riddled with illegible six and seven point type, the
latest volume, reporting the position at the end of the
autumn term of the 1966-67 academic year, has
appeared as Statistics of Education, 1966, volume 6
(HMSO, £2). Apart from simply making the returns
more legible, the Department of Education and Science
says the welcome change to the format of the Statistics
of Education series has been made for the sake of uni-
formity.

It remains to be seen whether the change of style
will be followed by a shortening of the ridiculously long
time it takes to publish the returns. The latest statistics
are just over two years out of date.

Much of the information deserves to be published
much sooner—the costs of running different depart-
ments, for example (Table 1). The difference in cost per
student between the arts and social sciences on the one
hand and the natural and applied sciences on the other
is no surprise—it reflects the cost of running labora-
tories. But why does it cost 50 per cent more to train a
biological scientist than a physical scientist ? The
economies of scale, if not the complete answer, certainly
have much to do with it. The physical sciences depart-
ments at the fifty-two universities covered by the
returns house more than six hundred students each,
compared with only a hundred and thirty under-
graduates in the combined biological sciences depart-
ments at the average university.

Table 1. AVERAGE COST PER STUDENT BY FACULTY AT BRITISH
UNIVERSITIES IN 1966

Departmental Apparent

expenditure average

excluding Under- cost per

research graduate student

grants in £ numbers in £

Arts 11,591,460 32,483 369
Social studies 9,345,805 28,149 330
Physical sciences 19,319,039 31,831 610
Biological sciences 6,266,675 6,690 930
Engineering 12,740,213 16,356 780
Preclinical medicine 5,791,213 7,124 810
Clinical medicine 8,664,115 6,389 1,340

Some very small biological sciences departments
prove to be extremely expensive when judged by this
criterion. For example the biology department at the
University of Manchester Institute of Science and
Technology with an undergraduate population of 13
spent £23,777. UMIST may be a special case because
it had 12 postgraduates and spent only £897 from
research grants. But at Dundee, the 32 biological
sciences undergraduates cost £40,489, over £1,000 per
head; at Surrey 41 undergraduates and 5 postgraduates
cost £65,294; and at Sussex the 32 undergraduates and
11 postgraduates cost £61,810 plus £25,132 from research
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