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Environmental research funding 

Bleak outlook 
The UK Natural Environment Research 

Council (NERC) is struggling against the 
somewhat cool attitude of the Minister of 
State for the Environment, Mr Michael 
Heseltine, towards science. The Chief 
Scientist's office at the Department of the 
Environment (DoE) is doing its best to 
protect NERC from budget cuts, but the 
task is not proving easy. 

In fact, the department's attitude was so 
discouraging late last year that even 
NERC's chairman, the sanguine Sir 
Hermann Bondi, was beginning to be 
worried. When Bondi took up his post in 
October 1980 he defended those of 
Heseltine's cuts which were already 
affecting NERC, in the name of the 
"Rothschild principle" - that the cus
tomer (in this case DoE) pays for what it 
wants and the contractor (NERC) provides 
it. After more than a year's experience of 
DoE attitudes, however, Sir Hermann's 
line has softened a little: "I still believe in 
the Rothschild principle" he says, "but 
Rothschild assumed that there would be 
enlightened customers taking a long view''. 

The problem for NERC does not seem to 
lie in fundamental, or in applied research, 
but in the "strategic research" which is not 
obviously one or the other. A prime 
example is the geological survey of Great 
Britain, whose science may appear to be 
uninspiring, and which is applied only 
occasionally for major construction 
projects. In the long run, however, it 
provides a basic data set without which 
much other work would not be possible. 

DoE's attitude has pushed NERC into 
finding more commercial contracts both in 
the United Kingdom, and abroad; but, say 
NERC staff, contracts in the United 
Kingdom cannot supplant the geological 
survey because they are too patchy, too 
specific and often entail a degree of 
commercial secrecy. Moreover, British 
firms are at least as short of cash as the 
government at present. Abroad, NERC 
have been seeking contracts actively, but 
without any major successes. Bondi would 
like to encourage this kind of expansion, 
but NERC is relatively new in the field and 
must compete with seasoned operators like 
the US Geological Survey and the Institute 
du Physique du Globe of Paris. 

In the meantime, NERC staff must be 
supported - and the problem has been 
compounded by DoE delays in defining a 
programme of research for 1982-83. By 
early April, NERC would normally have 
expected to know DoE's requirements for 
the year. Worse, the council has been told 
not to spend money on the basis of DoE 
"letters of intent" until everything is 
signed and sealed, a further break with the 
usual practice. 

However, there is some light at the end of 
the environmental tunnel. Recently NERC 
held a top level meeting with its three main 
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customer departments, those of energy, 
industry and environment and with the 
Central Policy Review Staff (the Cabinet's 
think tank) and there was a consensus that 
the problems lay with strategic research 
and long range planning. 

NERC staff argued that if only they 
could be told the requirements of the 
departments well in advance, then the 
council could design a good basic and 
strategic research programme which would 
also yield the contractual results that the 
departments wanted. So the departments 
will work together to produce a five-year 
forward look for NERC, with the intention 
that this would be "rolled forward" 
annually thereafter. Robert Walgate 

NERC stays afloat 
The British government has allowed 

the Natural Environment Research 
Council (NERC) one present: a new 
ship, specially designed for research, to 
replace Shackleton which is now a 
creaking 28 years old. The vessel is being 
bought on a loan from a merchant 
bank, and will cost NERC about £1 
million a year for eight years out of its 
current £56 million budget. 

The ship will be called Charles 
Darwin. It will not be ice strengthened, 
but will have a clear aft deck for 
equipment and will be able to tow over 
the stern, a big simplification over 
Shackleton (a converted container ship) 
which has to pull equipment from an 
A-frame over the starboard side. The 
Charles Darwin will be fitted for general 
research from marine biology to 
geophysics, and will provide the largest 
on-board laboratories of the NERC 
fleet. It should be delivered in 1984. 

The research fleet will then include: 
Discovery, also a general purpose 
research ship, which must retire around 
1989; the marine biological ships 
Frederick Russell and Challenger; and 
two ice-strengthened vessels. There are 
three other English research ships 
owned by the Ministry of Agriculture, 
Fisheries and Food (for fisheries 
research). Robert Walgate 

US recombinant DNA guidelines 

Expected change 
Washington 

Continuing the trend towards relaxing 
controls on the newly commercial business 
of recombinant DNA research, the 
National Institutes of Health (NIH) has 
published revised guidelines that govern 
most US academic research and some 
industry research in the field. There are few 
surprises in the new guidelines; they follow 
the plan voted by NIH's Recombinant 
Advisory Committee (RAC) meeting in 
February (see Nature 4 February, p.358). 

The revised guidelines (published in the 
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Federal Register, 21 April and effective 
from that date) contain three important 
features. First, although there was pressure 
to abandon the present system of 
mandatory controls and change to a 
voluntary system, the mandatory system 
was retained. This means that 
organizations performing recombinant 
DNA research must still each have an 
institutional biosafety committee, and, for 
those doing work at P3 and P4 
containment levels, a biological safety 
officer. 

Second, no class of experiments is 
"prohibited" any longer. Of the five 
classes of experiments that were prohibited 
under the old guidelines, three are still 
required to undergo RAC review and NIH 
approval before initiation. These are drug 
resistance traits, toxin genes and deliberate 
release to the environment. Third, the 
section of the guidelines dealing with 
containment levels has been drastically 
simplified. Many experiments previously 
requiring NIH approval now require only 
the approval of the local biosafety 
committee. 

In approving these guidelines, Richard 
M. Krause, Director of the National 
Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases 
of NIH, rejected a proposal for far greater 
relaxation of controls put forward last 
April by Dr Allan Campbell and Dr David 
Baltimore. These would have required a 
major overhaul of the guidelines. 
Apparently, Krause agrees with the 
majority of the members of RAC that such 
an overhaul is not appropriate - yet. 

Deborah Shapley 

UK nuclear power 

Cmcks no worry 
New design criteria for the pressure 

vessel for a British pressurized water 
reactor (PWR) has been given the cautious 
approval of Britain's most distinguished 
PWR opponent, metallurgist Sir Alan 
Cottrell, now Master of Jesus College at 
the University of Cambridge. 

The new criteria are the result of the 
work of the United Kingdom Atomic 
Energy Authority study group, headed by 
Sir Walter Marshall, on the integrity of 
PWR pressure vessels. The group last 
reported in 1976, but six years later the 
situation requires a fresh look. The design 
of the Sizewell PWR is going ahead; there 
have been changes in methods of steel 
manufacture; and there is now an accumu
lation of evidence and experience of stress 
corrosion cracking and of catastrophic 
failure tests. 

In an open Jetter to Sir Walter Marshall, 
Sir Alan writes: ''I would expect us to avoid 
the problems of localized cracking, under
neath the stainless steel cladding, which the 
French have experienced in some of their 
vessels". 

He adds "Whether we shall be entirely 
clear of the problems of metal fatigue and 
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crack growth associated with corrosion is 
less certain, but the evidence now is far 
better than it was in 1976 and I agree with 
the report and you that it shows that crack 
growth rates are - or can be, if the quality 
of the metal and the water chemistry are 
closely controlled - much lower than 
appeared to be the case in 1976". 

The report estimates that a hidden crack 
in a pressure vessel would have to be at least 
75 mm in "height" to initiate crack pro
pagation under normal operating 
conditions. ("Height" is defined in the 
report to be the vertical distance from the 
surface between the nearest and furthest 
surfaces of the crack.) The best estimates of 
stress corrosion crack growth indicate that 
cracks of a starting height of, say, 50 mm, 
would grow less than 10 mm during service. 

The report also describes methods by 
which cracks can be prevented and 
monitored during the manufacture of the 
pressure vessel and during service, and in 
these respects, says Cottrell, the report 
goes much farther than its predecessor. 

However, in the end Sir Alan remains 
very cautious. "To summarize", he writes 
"provided the recommendations in the 
report are all accepted and fully applied in 
practice; and in particular that arrange
ments are made to keep all parts of the 
pressure vessel in the 'upper-shelf' range of 
fracture toughness at all times; and 
arrangements are made to ensure that the 
vessel is free at all times from cracks, down 
to a size at which growth becomes insigni
ficant under all conditions; then a PWR 
pressure vessel subject to all these con
ditions will have a high integrity and relia
bility in service". Robert Walgate 

University redundancies 

Now the crunch 
British universities seem well on the way 

to solving their budgetary problems by 
persuading tenured academics to opt for 
early retirement. Hundreds of applications 
to retire early from members of teaching 
staffs have already been accepted. But 
many universities are left with the nagging 
doubt that the terms agreed with academics 
willing to go early may not qualify for 
reimbursement under the scheme the 
University Grants Committee (UGC) has 
now made public. 

In February the UGC confirmed that it 
would reimburse in full the cost of pay
ments to staff made redundant because of 
cuts in the government grant. In the UGC's 
letter to the universities, the term "redun
dancy" covered early retirement. For 
academic staff over 50 the approved terms 
are those of the Premature Retirement 
Compensation Scheme (PRCS) of the 
University Superannuation Scheme (USS) 
introduced in 1979. An eligible employee 
receives the USS pension and any accrued 
benefits plus a compensatory pension and 
Jump sum payment calculated in 
"Scheme" years. The cost to the university 
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is the cost of paying into the pension fund 
this extra benefit. 

The scheme allows academic staff below 
the age of 50- not covered by PRCS- to 
receive a deferred pension, a Jump sum 
payment of one month's pay for every year 
of service, and one month's pay for every 
year of service in excess of five years or 
after their 30th birthday, whichever is the 
greatest. Payments of up to £55,000 plus 
pension rights could be made to a redun
dant 50 year old. The scheme is essentially 
that put forward by the Committee of Vice
Chancellors and Principals except that the 
pensions of staff aged 50-55 who opt for 
early retirement will not be index-linked. 

Conditions for reimbursement are 
stringent. The PRCS was not formulated 
as a redundancy compensation scheme and 
universities offering enhanced terms will 
not be repaid. Terms negotiated before 5 
February will, however, be supported but 
only up to the limit of the government
approved scheme. Staff cuts must also be 
"consistent with academic plans"- UGC 
may refuse to pay out for redundancies 
which do not form part of a comprehensive 
economy drive. 

Volunteers for redundancy schemes will 
have a good chance of being re-engaged for 
part-time teaching. The UGC will not re
imburse for staff who are to be replaced, 
but recognizes the need to make a gradual 
adjustment to staff losses. The cost of 
taking back staff on a part-time basis will 
be reimbursed only if contracts are signed 
before the end of the academic year 1984-85 
and do not extend beyond three years. 

How are the universities coping with the 
cuts? Salford is hoping to lose 500 staff 
members (120-145 of them academic) by 
the end of the academic year 1984-85. 
Twelve of its 45 professors are to leave by 
September, and in order to maintain a 
balance of experience and age distribution 
the university is keen to get voluntary 
severances from younger staff. 

Leeds was one of the first universities to 
respond to government cuts by planning 
staff losses and it is hoping that its 
enhanced retirement scheme will make it 
eligible for compensation. Of the 145 
applicants, 95 will have been accepted for 
early retirement. The bulk of staff losses 
were accepted under the first stage of its 
economy plan - a 6 per cent cut in 
expenditure by the end of the academic 
year 1982-83, but cuts to its budget and the 
repercussions of the government's overseas 
students policy have now forced a 10 per 
cent reduction in expenditure. 

At the University of Cambridge there are 
doubts as to whether the university's plans 
will be eligible for UGC compensation. 
Forty academics have responded to an 
appeal to take early retirement. A scheme 
providing enhanced compensation was 
offered to university staff aged 58 to 60 
after its approval by the Council of the 
Senate in February. The university hopes 
to attract 100 volunteers in a drive to knock 
£2 million a year from its expenditure by 
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July 1984. The university has had to offer 
enhanced terms because, compared with 
the age of 65 on which the PRCS scheme is 
based. Cambridge academics have tenure 
until 67. Eligible applicants will receive a 
full pension plus a lump sum calculated on 
the basis of the pension they would have 
received at normal retirement. The univer
sity is pleased with the response so far. 

Jane Wynn 

UK biotechnology 

A start in sight 
The British government has at last 

fulfilled its promise, made more than a year 
ago, to establish machinery for 
coordinating the national effort in 
biotechnology. Last wek, Kenneth Baker, 
the minister for information technology, 
announced the setting up of an inter
departmental committee on biotechnology 
under the chairmanship of Dr Ron 
Coleman, the recently-appointed Govern
ment Chemist. 

Dr Coleman's chairmanship may seem 
rather unusual, chiefly because the 
Laboratory of the Government Chemist of 
which he is head, has traditionally followed 
a fairly narrow remit of providing 
analytical services to the public sector. But 
Dr Coleman's desire to broaden its scope 
has persuaded the Department of Industry 
to make the laboratory responsible for the 
department's interest in biotechnology. 
The new committee's membership includes 
all those government departments with an 
interest in biotechnology together with the 
medical, agricultural and science and 
engineering research councils, the British 
Technology Group, the Public Health 
Laboratory Service and the Centre for 
Applied Microbiology and Research, 
Porton Down. 

The chief task of the committee, which 
will have no money of its own, will be to 
coordinate its members' separate interests. 
One question close to its heart will be how 
to transfer the results of biotechnological 
research into industry. That will involve 
paying special attention to the role of the 
Biotechnology Directorate, recently set up 
by the Science and Engineering Research 
Council, and the British Technology 
Group, whose task it is to exploit academic 
research in industry. 

The committee's other main objectives 
are to foster international collaboration in 
biotechnology and to look for ways of 
ensuring the continued existence of culture 
collections, which at present suffer from 
being funded from a variety of different 
sources. The committee, which has before 
it a study commissioned by the industry 
department on the organization and 
funding of culture collections, will be 
looking for one government body to take 
over their administration and may 
recommend changes to the fees now charge 
for the services provided by the collections. 

Judy Redfearn 
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