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SELECT COMMITTEE 

NERC and the Earth 
THERE are things to be done in British geology, par
ticularly by the universities. That was the impression 
given by Dr K. C. Dunham, director of the Institute 
of Geological Sciences, during the final sitting of the 
subcommittee of the Select Committee on Science and 
Technology investigating the Natural Environment 
Research Council. There is a pressing need for some 
more university departments devoted to geophysics 
and hydrogeology. But Dr Dunham seemed to 
feel nothing but gratitude towards NERC since it 
took over responsibility for the Geological Survey 
and incorporated it into the Institute of Geological 
Sciences. 

The great blessing of NERC has been money; in 
1968 the institute spent £500,000 on equipment. This 
compares well with Dr Dunham's memories of times 
when the Geological Survey was much less well 
equipped than some university departments. All the 
same, activities are restricted, particularly, it seems, by 
lack of manpower. At the present rate, Dr Dunham 
estimates that it will take another thirty years to 
complete the geological mapping of the British Isles 
on the scale of six inches to one mile. The cause of this 
trouble is the Treasury limitation on manpower, not 
a lack of suitably trained geologists. 

Relations with industry are good, although Dr 
Dunham wishes that he could be less secretive with 
some of the information passed on by commercial 
operators. There is evidently free exchange of informa
tion, but industry can ban publication of anything it 
passes to the institute. Dr Dunham would like to 
see a legal requirement to publish after a certain 
number of years. 

He dismissed the criticism that the marine work of 
his institute is restricted by the need to shp,re the 
reser.,rch vessel John Murray with university depart
ments. He said the needs of the institute are met by 
chartering ships. This is often more useful than 
ownina the vessels because, if needs change, different 
ships ~an be chartered. The ideal situation, he said, 
would be for NERC to own more ships but to charter 
as "-ell. 

In spite of the institute's practical function, Dr 
Dunham believes that it should always be helping to 
push forward the frontiers of knowledge. It~ consulta
tive function needs to be based on good smence, and 
in anv case academic geology should not be left to the 
unive'rsities. He is clearly disappointed with the 
response of universities to the need for more trained 
geophysicists and hydrogeologists. He said that some 
univerroitie'l teach geophysics in far too acade:r;nic a 
fashion, and there is a good case for the foundatiOn of 
one or two new departments or for enlargement of 
existing school::;. Tho situation in hydrogeology is 
even worse, ·with only one univerfity where this subject 
is taught. Dr Dunham i~ relying on N~RC ~nd the 
University Grants Committee to put h1s po~nt per
suasively to the universities. As to the suggestiOn that 
there are too many departments of geology in univer
sities, he remarked that a university is not really a 
university unless the Earth sciences are taught there. 
He said" that the capacity to produce geologists is 
nicE'h- in balance in Britain now. Graduates are well 
supplied \\·ith jobs, at homo and overseas. 
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Parliament in Britain 
Oil Pollution 
AN agreement for cooperation in dealing with oil 
pollution in the North Sea and the Channel was signed 
on June 9 in Bonn by tho British ambassador and 
representatives of the governments of West Germany, 
France, Belgium, Norway, Sweden and Denmark. Mr 
F. Mulley, Minister of State for Foreign and Common
wealth Affairs, told the House that the agreement 
comes into force on August 9 and requires that major 
oil slicks be reported by shipping and aircraft of mem
ber states. The member governments must then 
circulate reports of the presence, size and movements of 
slicks to each other. A country can also request tho 
help of others in dealing with oil that comes ashore. 
In the North Sea, member countries have been allocated 
zones of responsibility; south of the Thames estuary 
and in the English Channel there will be just two zones 
of joint responsibility. 

Replying to a suggestion that tankers which do not 
operate the load-on-top system should be refused 
entry into British ports, Mr W. Rodgers, for the Board 
of Trade, said that more than 75 per cent of the world's 
tankers operate this system. The board would be glad 
to see it used universally but is not prepared to pro
hibit tankers which do not use it. (Written answers, 
June 16.) 
North Sea Gas 
MR RoY MASON, Minister of Power, summarized the 
progress in exploiting North Sea gas. Four major 
fields have been discovered and by tho end of May 
sixty-one production wells had been drilled, ten fixed 
production platforms had been built and four undersea 
pipelines laid. Gas is coming ashore from the Leman 
Bank and West Sole fields. Supplies from the Hewett 
field should start in July. 

Mr R. Freeson, for the Ministry of Power, said that 
the natural gas trunk line would reach Scotland by the 
spring of 1970 and Glasgow should be getting natural 
gas by the autumn of 1970. (Written answer'l, 
June 17.) 
Chemical and Biological Warfare 
MR JoHN MoRRIS, Minister of Defence for Equipment, 
told the House that "there are no poisonous gases and 
substances in the United Kingdom for use in biological 
and chemical warfare". Only laboratory quantities are 
held in stock and on the rare occasions when these have 
to be moved they are always transported in vehicles 
of the armed forces, in special containers and accom
panied by trained staff. (Written answer, June 18.) 

Alaskan Oil and Hovercraft 
MR J.P. W. MALLALIEU told Mr E. Marples that as a 
result of Government trials with hovercraft in the 
Canadian Arctic in 1966 and 1968, the hovereraft 
industry, assisted by the Ministry of Technology, .~ad 
been able to develop the equipment that Bnt1sh 
Petroleum needed in Alaska. BP, guided by the 
ministrv, has been studying the use of hovercraft for 
carrying large loads such as drilling rigs over the Alas
kan terrain, especially in the summer when the ground 
is too soft to take very heavy point loadings. The 
ministry is also supporting further developments in 
this field, and during July oil companies are being 
invited to watch trials of a communications hovercraft 
in Canada over terrain very similar to that in Alaska. 
(Written answer, June 18.) 
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