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British geophysics 

Royal Society backs protest 
THE management and financial support 
for geophysics research in Britain are in
adequate, while government support is 
"poorly coordinated, even capricious". 
This is the theme of the report of a work
ing party on geophysics research set up by 
the Royal Society under Professor E.R. 
Oxburgh (Cambridge). The group's re
port, Support of Geophysics in the United 
Kingdom, published last week, has been 
endorsed by the Royal Society council. 

The starting-point for the working par
ty's argument is what it sees as a mismatch 
between the rapid growth of reflection 
seismology surveys for economic pros
pecting, on which $3,000 million was spent 
worldwide in 1982, and the scale on which 
basic geophysics is supported. "If there is 
one message we wish to convey, it is that 
geophysics matters to the country", said 
Oxburgh last week. 

The report gives a gloomy account of 
lost opportunities in British geophysics. 
The next phase of the Deep-Sea Drilling 
Programme will "go ahead without British 
participation" for lack of £2.5 million a 
year. Except on a "private basis", British 
scientists will not be involved in the use of 
the worldwide seismic networks being 
built by the United States and France for 
modelling the inner structure of the Earth. 
It would be "unthinkable . . . at present" 
to propose British participation in the 
deep continental drilling programmes 
being mounted by West Germany or the 
deep-sea submersible projects of the Un
ited States and France. Noting that British 
geophysicists have in the past done well in 
elections to the fellowship of the Amer
ican Geophysical Union, the working par
ty says that the figures also show that "sig
nificant numbers of geophysicists have 
chosen not to work in Britain". 

In its analysis of what has gone wrong, 
the working party says that an estimated 
110 academic geophysicists and perhaps as 
many postdoctoral workers are distri
buted "in small groups or as isolated indi
viduals" in university departments of phy
sics, geology and even applied mathema
tics. The report asks for a "greater concen
tration in fewer centres", offering as mod
els the Mullard Space Science Laboratory 
of University College, London, and the 
Robert Hooke Institute for Atmospheric 
Research at Oxford. 

The mechanism of government support 
for geophysics research is the other chief 
cause of trouble. The Oxburgh group sus
pects that the British geophysics commun
ity may be too small a constituency of the 
Science and Engineering Research Coun
cil (SERC), which spent £1.2 million on 
geophysics research grants in 1983-84. 
This is nearly three times the value of the 
grants awarded by the Natural Environ
ment Research Council (NERC), most of 
whose support for geophysics goes on its 

own institutes and on collaboration ven
tures. 

The working party is stinging in its cri
ticism of NERC (see below), although 
sympathetic about the council's difficul
ties. The chief of these is the erosion of 
commissions for research at NERC insti
tutes from government departments, 
which is reckoned to have declined from 
£25 million to £15 million (at present 
prices) in three years. NERC has suffered 
"not only its own budget cuts. . . but also 

NERC pilloried 
ToE Oxburgh group's criticisms of NERC 
include the following. 
e "The council, or some of its officers, 
sees itself as now directing research prog
rammes rather than facilitating research 
in institutes and universities." 
e The cost of NERC's central scientific 
services (mainly a computing network) 
seems to be too high (at £6 million a year) 
compared with that on other facilities and 
decisions about NERC services "are still 
being made without being approved by 
appropriate scientific committees". 
e On the allocation of research vessel time 
to university scientists, the Oxburgh group 
complains that people cannot plan ahead. 
Shortly before the new research ship 
Charles Darwin was delivered last year, 
NERC laid up most of its other research 
vessels, forcing academics to put off plan
ned observations. Because allocation of 
ship-time and running costs are made by 
different committees, investigators may be 
blessed with ship-time "but not the much 
smaller sums" required to make use of it. 
e The group is concerned about the func
tioning of NERC headquarters. "We are 
astonished" at their involvement in minor 
matters • • . "Directors are not being 
allowed to direct." Apart from the unreg
ulated growth of the computer network, 
the group is concerned that active scientists 
on the council and its committees are not 
"effectively involved" in the disposition of 
financial resources. Not surprisingly, the 
group raises the question whether NERC 
should continue to be responsible for sup
porting university research, says that the 
style of headquarters management makes 
NERC seem "bureaucratic and insensi
tive" and asks, as one of its principal re
commendations, that the Advisory Board 
for the Research Councils should consider 
what should be done. 

In a statement put out earlier this week, 
Mr Hugh Fish, now confirmed as chair
man of NERC, said that he took "great 
exception" to parts of the report (but a 
spokesman declined to say what these are). 
Mr Fish said he plans ''to do no more" than 
seek a discussion of the report with the 
president of the Royal Society. 0 

enhanced cuts in its contractual income 
from customer departments". 

One result, the report says, is that 
NERC has been "obliged" to concentrate 
on work that brings in outside income 
"with less regard to the scientific content" 
and often in competition with others. The 
working party also says that the ability of 
the institutes to "compete in the market
place" has been constrained by labour leg
islation and trades union agreements, cit
ing the way in which the British Geologic
al Survey (the largest institute) has been 
compelled to take onto its permanent staff 
a number of people originally hired for 
short-term projects. 

In general, the report says, NERC sup
port for its geophysics institutes ranges 
from the "marginally satisfactory . to 
the derisory". The Ox burgh group is espe
cially concerned about the danger that 
geophysical survey work is being neg
lected. It says that geophysical surveys in 
the South Atlantic were drawn on by the 
British government during the Falklands 
war, contributing to an unquantifiable 
"saving in lives". The report goes on to say 
that "strategic national interests are in
volved, and it is not right that such deci
sions should depend on the funding priori
ties of a particular government depart
ment at a particular moment". 

Noting that the funds made available 
for new research projects in geophysics 
have declined by half over the past five 
years, the working party says that one con
sequence has been "a pervasive pessimism 
and loss of morale" among researchers. 

The working party is also critical of the 
lack of coordination between research 
councils and government departments. 
Projects falling between NERC and 
SERC face a "double hazard", where each 
council has to commit funds before work 
can go ahead. The report cites the "dis
couraging history" of a satellite laser
ranger suggested by the Royal Greenwich 
Observatory, where one council was pre
pared to meet the high capital cost but the 
other unable to afford the running costs. 

In resignation, the working party turns 
from British orthodox sources of funds to 
those that might be found elsewhere. On 
the basis that much future geophysics will 
hang on satellite observations, the Ox
burgh group asks for greater involvement 
by the British Department of Trade and 
Industry, and urges the setting-up of a 
space research directorate (which has 
since been agreed). It asks that there 
should be closer coordination with the 
military on geophysical problems of 
mutual interest, and says that British 
geophysics should take advantage of the 
interest of the European Commission in 
the geophysics of energy problems. The 
report says that industrial companies 
should spend more on the support of Brit
ish geophysics, and that problems of com
mercial secrecy are by the Norwegian ex
perience not the impediments to col
laboration they are often said to be. 0 
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