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Science to grow again? 
WHAT is the minimum rate at which expenditure by 
research councils should grow in real terms in the next 
few years to sustain the vigour of the scientific com
munity in Britain? A difficult question, and in some 
ways a meaningless one. One single aggregated figure 
for growth would have to cover a wide range of 
activities from research of great timeliness through to 
research that might just as well be terminated right now; 
it would also have to make allowance for discoveries 
yet to be made but which will call for the commitment 
of new resources in years ahead. The Advisory Board 
for. the Research Councils (ABRC), however, make a 
guess at a figure in their just-issused report for the years 
1976-78 (HMSO; 70p): 4%. The report gives a valuable 
survey of past fluctuations in financial support, from the 
remarkable days of 13% real growth in 1966, through 
the period of at-best no growth, at-worst cuts of a few 
per cent in the mid-1970s to the slightly calmer waters 
of about I % annual growth promised for the next three 
years. 

What lessons have been learnt from this period? That 
salaries drift upwards in real terms by up to one per cent 
each year simply because of increased seniority; that the 
cost of equipment drifts up also, especially now that 
much which was bought during the growth period of 
the 1960s is obsolescent-excepting that computers are 
still getting cheaper; that without a little financial 
elbow-room all money gets locked into continuing pro
jects, buildings and staff, and new initiatives never get 
the start they need; that if too much growth is pumped 
into the system too quickly, the money injected either 
cannot be spent and is returned to the Treasury, or is 
spent hastily and not necessarily wisely. From all these 
considerations, the figure of 4% looks realistic. Whether 
it will sell in Cabinet in inflationary times, or with a 
possible change of government is another matter. 

But whilst research done through research councils 
has been subject to severe restraints these past few 
years, and whilst the other arm of the 'dual-support 
system'-financial assistance for universities through the 
University Grants Committee (UGC)-has, if anything, 
experienced even greater difficulties in making ends 
meet, defence research and development has shown 
relative resilience. The ABRC reports valuably bring to
gether the nation's R & D expenditure in one table. In 
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1969/70 total government R & D cost £604 million; it 
now (1978/9) costs £1,735 million. The proportion of 
this sum which has been spent on defence R & D has 
risen from 40% in 1969/70 to 50.5% in the current 
financial year. 

It might be argued that during a period in which the 
government pared down on major civil commitments 
such as its contribution to the European Launcher 
Development Organisation, and research on Concorde, 
it would be natural for defence R & D to seem to grow 
in significance. One way to test this would be to see 
whether money for research councils and for the 
research side of University Grants Committee (UGC) 
support (which can only be an estimate) has kept pace 
with defence R & D funding. The calculation is some
what complicated by the redistribution of funds during 
the Rothschild re-organisation, so we do it for the 
Science Research Council only, this council not having 
had to transfer any of its funds over the past several 
years to customer departments. The ratio of defence 
R & D expenditure to SRC plus UGC research funds 
was 2.55 in 1969/70, dipped as low as 2.39 in 1974/5, 
but now stands at 2.93. The conclusion is inevitably that 
defence R & D has not in recent years experienced 
quite the privations that much of civil science has had 
to undergo. 

Is it right that half of all government expenditure 
on R & D should go to defence? No-one (as far as we 
know) sits in Whitehall and preordains percentages that 
would be appropriate for resea·rch in different areas
relative movements are therefore much more likely to 
reflect changing conditions within individual ministries 
than any clear-cut policy decision. Nevertheless the 
remorseless upward trend in importance of the defence 
R & D figure should not go unremarked. It is next to 
impossible to tell whether the £875 million spent this 
year gives value for money, but anecdotal evidence
what little there is-suggests that areas of real excel
lence in defence R & D establishments are few and far 
between, and that the geiJeral level of competence and 
rlrive is not high. Mechanisms for weeding out inferior 
quality in civil science by peer review are by no means 
perfect, but at least they exist. Do we know that within 
a closed organisation, whose employees possess excellent 
.iob security, adequate steps are taken to protect the 
taxpayer's interest? 0 
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