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BRITAIN __________________________________________________ __ 

Discomfiting prognoses 
The UK Science Research Council 
(SRC) published its latest annual re
port last week. Chris Sherwell outlines 
some of the difficulties 

BRITAIN's Science Reseamh Council 
sees itself as the country's only sup
porter of 'big' science. Research in 
high energy physics, astronomy, space 
and geophysics, it feels, wou,ld collapse 
if it withdrew its funding. The SRC 
is not ·about to pu-ll out of these fields. 
But the pressure over t~he past few 
years to cut back has now reached 
such a pitch that the SRC believes 
it may not be able to discharge its 
responsibili-ties adequately by the early 
1980s. Much now rests on whether 
some sort of turn-round materialises 
in the next couple of years. 

Last week's report*, covering the 
twelve months to March this year, 
contin ues to promote the image of 
unrelieved gloom that has become 
familiar in recent years, and in some 
respects offers even more discomfiting 
prognoses. Some idea of the worrying 
trend appears in the accompanying 
table, showing how the distribution of 
SRC expenditure will change. But the 
report also spells out in cold terms 
what is called the "best disposition" 
for big science over the com.ing years. 

Nuclear physics expenditure, for 
ex·ample, wi].] run down more steeply, 
at 6-i% a year instead of the 5% 
planned last year. The £43.5 million 
to be spent this year will fall to £33 
million by 198 I -82, of which fully 
£20 miUion will go on the CERN 
subscription. This level of support, says 
the SRC, is inadequate to continue 
the full exploitation of existing facili
ties, and will not permit the fuJI use 
of the nuclear structure facility at 
Daresbury or allow British participa
tion in any future international high 
energy facility. 

The more important question for 
now, however, is whether this level 
is below the 'mi·nimum viable level' 
of support whioh became common 
parlance by last year but which we.nt 
large·ly unspedfied. That it is lower 
than forecast is certain; but different 
views will abound on whether in the 
process the minimum level has actually 
been breached or simply redefined. The 
high energy physics community's 
argument for the former would pre
sumably be dam,pened by a more 
efficacious use of the CERN facilities. 

Astronomy and geophysics fare 

*SRC Repo_rt of the Council for the year 
1976-77 (HMSO, £2.50) 

even worse tha.n nuctear physics. Ex
penditure of £28 million this year, 
which the report says is 14% down 
on last year, wi,JJ fall fur ther sti11 to 
£23 m]llion in 1981-82. Space expendi
ture outside the ESA subscription 
(which remains at £8 million in all 
years) will fall from something like 
double that subscription to two-thirds 
next year and one-half by 1981-82. 
The report says this means proper 
adva•ntage cannot be taken of o,ppor
tuniti•es through ESA and the use of 
the S,pace Shuttle and Space.lab. 

The corollary, however, is that 
the domesti;c programme suff•ers. Such 
are the conseq_uences of tight money 
that this obviously threatens to raise 
questions about the value of organised 
international efforts in space research. 
The alternative would be ad hoc use 
of US facilities. No one is saying pu·b
lkly that Britain is ev.en close to this 
position. But the signs ar.e that such 
a stat'e of affaiTs could loom in the 
future . 

One comparatively bright spot 
focuses on the special programmes in 
the areas which the SRC has selected 
for support because of theiT national 
importance. Three in particular-the 
Teaching Company Scheme, Marine 
Technology and Polymer Engineering 
-collect a 25 % increase from £14.5 
million in 1977-78 to about £18 million 
in 1981-82. 

A reminder of the sort of problems 
that big sci-ence projects pose is con
tained in the report's revi,ew of the 
Science Board's work. The Board is 
experiencing them for the first time 
with the conversion of Nimrod, the 
proton synchrotron at Rutherford, to 
a s.pa!.lation neutron source-one of the 
SRC's now famous attempts at can
nibalising existing facilities to save 
money. The Boa·rd chairman, John 
Ji'nks, says control of year-by-year 
expenditure was simple and policy was 
quickly effective when research grants 
were its main activity; with central 
facilities, on the other hand, long
term financial commitments, quasi
permanent operations and established 
staffs mean that delays are the only 

Changes in approximate distribution of 
SRC expenditure under pre.ent programme 

~1976-77 ~1981-82 
Astronomy, 

Space and Radio 22 18 
Nuclear Physics 36 26 
Science 24 30 
Engineering' 13 19 
Central Programmes I 3 
Administration 4 4 

1 including radio propagation research 

way to economise, and this can vitiate 
the usefulness of the research. 

How far the SRC has gone along the 
immensely fruitful hne of canni-ba,Jis
ing existing facilities is ·not certain. 
Plainly, though, the need to do it 
depends on financial exigencies. Inter
national subscriptions, whic:h form some 
30 % of the SRC's total ex,penditure, 
are fixed ; with the intemational value 
of sterling beyond SRC influence, and 
expenditure subject to the Treasury's 
cash limits re.gime, the SRC lacks con
trol over a si2ieable fraction of its out
goings. Couple th.is with inadequate 
compensation for increased student 
grants and for su·bscri'ptions, mix in 
the effect of public expenditure cuts 
last year and those planned for coming 
years, and the SRC has a recipe for 
lower expectations. What makes the 
fare unsavoury is ·the higher number 
of qualified candidates for studentships 
for whom lack of support means lost 
opportunities for advanced training. 

A pick-up in the British economy 
is on.e way the outlook might theor
etically improve. Other more logical 
and practical ways, at least from the 
SRC's point of view, include a greater 
commi·tment to the country's research 
effort on the part of the government, 
and a greater commitment to the SRC 
rather than the other research councils 
on the part of the ABRC. If there 
is cause for ho,pe on the latter two 
of t,hese fronts it may indicate an 
incipient 'backlash' effect f0llowing the 
SRC's past acceptance of negative 
growth rates (now -1.7 % unti.] 1981-
82). The SRC wants a constant budge,t 
to do a competent job, and to achieve 
that between now and 1981-82 it says 
it needs £25 million. But as yet this 
would demand a turn-round in policy 
as we.JI as a turn-round for the 
economy. 

• In a display of acute deadHne con
sciousn·ess, the appointment of Pro
fessor Geoffrey Allen as chairman of 
the Science Research Council has, after 
an unusually lengthy delay, been con
firmed by Shirley Williams, t-he Sec
retary of State for Education and 
Sci·ence. The four-year appointment, 
which takes effect t•his coming week
end, ·first became known in March 
this year, and followed press reports 
that included names of certain indi
viduals who had aLlegedly been 
approached for the job and turned it 
down. The usual need for clearances 
contributed to the delay, but admin
istrative hold-Utps and the publicity that 
surrounded the selection did not help. 

Professor Alle n takes over from Sir 
Sam Edwards, who takes on a part
time appointment as chairman of the 
Defence Science Advisory Committee. 
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