
UK UNIVERSITIES-------------------

Concern in committee 
London 
AN all-party House of Commons commit
tee has announced that it is "very con
cerned over serious financial difficulties 
facing many universities". The statement 
came in the Public Accounts Committee's 
report on financial problems at universi
ties , which was prompted by the financial 
crisis at University College, Cardiff, 
during the 1980s. 

Cardiff's problems arose from the 
failure to reduce staff numbers in the face 
of a smaller grant allocation in the early 
1980s. Despite pressure from the Depart
ment of Education and Science (DES) and 
the old University Grants Committee 
(UGC), the college's deficit worsened 
until the DES withheld its grant in 
February 1987. This was restored a month 
later , but only after a new team of finan
cial managers had been appointed and 
Bill Bevan , the college's principal , had 
stepped down. University College, 
Cardiff, has now been merged with the 
University of Wales Institute of Science 
and Technology. 

As expected, the committee's report 
condemns the college's financial manage
ment up to 1987. "There was no credible 
and co-ordinated financial and academic 
planning", the report concludes. 

The report also vindicates the DES's 
"unprecedented action" of overriding 
university autonomy to "restore financial 
discipline" to the college. But the UGC is 
criticized for failing to take decisive action 
before the college's problems had become 
deeply entrenched, and for not reporting 
the situation to parliament earlier. 

The establishment of the Universities 

Funding Council (UFC, which replaced 
the UGC in April 1989) , is welcomed by 
the Public Accounts Committee, which 
expects the UFC to take a more inter
ventionist role than the UGC to ensure 
economy and public accountability of 
university funding. The UFC is currently 
monitoring the final stages of universities' 
restructuring programmes , which have 
involved staff cuts, mostly through early 
retirement or voluntary redundancy . Sir 
Peter Swinnerton-Dyer, chief executive of 
the UFC, was due to appear before the 
Public Accounts Committee this week to 
give evidence on the accidental misuse of 
some funds intended for restructuring by 
some universities. 

Despite restructuring, many universi
ties still face financial problems. The 
UGC reported in 1987 that universities' 
costs were expected to rise faster than 
their incomes. The University of London, 
which predicts an accumulated deficit of 
£46 million by 1992-93, on an annual 
budget of over £600 million, is the UFC's 
major concern. Of London's 15 major 
colleges, only the London School of 
Economics is not in debt. Lord Flowers, 
London's vice-chancellor , has discussed 
the problem with the UFC, which will 
debate the issue at its next meeting in 
March. The UFC stresses that it is not 
accusing London of financial mismanage
ment; the university's problems stem 
mainly from the costs of operating in an 
expensive capital city. London's manage
ment believes the university is under
funded to the tune of about £10 million per 
year, but the UFC has not yet accepted 
this figure. Peter Aldhous 

MEDICAL RESEARCH------------------

Imperial's Wellcome support 
London 
THE latest grant round from the Wellcome 
Trust , a UK charitable foundation, 
includes £4 million for Imperial College, 
London , to set up a new research centre in 
parasitic diseases. The grant is one of the 
largest single awards ever made by the 
trust . 

The centre will be based around a core 
of scientists from Imperial's biology and 
biochemistry departments, directed by 
Professor Roy Anderson, an epidemio
logist. Anderson expects the centre to 
employ 21 new staff at Imperial , and four 
researchers working in Africa , Asia and 
South America. The emphasis on close 
links with countries most heavily afflicted 
with parasites, he says, will be an impor
tant part of the centre's effort to combat 
the diseases. 

Wellcome has also agreed to provide 
funds for the European arm of the Human 
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Genome Organization (HUGO) over the 
next three years. Michael Morgan, 
molecular and cell science programme 
director for Wellcome, says that a sum "in 
the order of £200,000" will be used in the 
coming year to set up a London office with 
two administrative staff, and to pay 
for European-based HUGO members to 
attend HUGO council meetings. 

HUGO was launched in 1988 to help 
coordinate international efforts to 
sequence the human genome, but has 
been attacked for its apparent inactivity 
and failure to attract significant funding 
(see Nature 342, 724; 1989). Bronwen 
Loder, who has been running an "em
bryonic" HUGO office in London , with 
limited financial support from the Imperial 
Cancer Research Fund (whose research 
director, Sir Walter Bodmer, is HUGO 
president), describes the Trust's grant as 
"immensely welcome". Peter Aldhous 
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SSE compensation 
London 
IN a policy reversal, the UK agriculture 
minister John Gummer announced last 
week that British farmers will receive 
full compensation for the destruction of 
cows infected with bovine spongiform 
encephalopathy (BSE), rather than half 
the market price. The increase should 
remove any remaining temptation for 
farmers to sell infected cows for human 
consumption. 

Veterinary and health groups have been 
campaigning for full compensation, but the 
Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and 
Food says that the decision is not the result 
of lobbying, or of concern for public health. 
A ministry spokesman said that the change 
reflected government recognition of 
farmers' loss of a valuable export market 
(the European Commission decided re
cently to ban the export from the United 
Kingdom to other Community countries of 
all live cattle older than six months), and 
the increasing number of herds in which 
several BSE cases were being found. P. A. 

Lasker prize hiatus 
Washington 
IN a surprise announcement, the Albert 
and Mary Lasker Foundation said . last 
week that it would suspend its respected 
medical research awards for the year to 
rethink their future. 

"We are reviewing our whole prog
ranune", says Alice Fordyce, executive vice
president of the foundation and director of 
the medical awards. She stressed that the 
move was not based on financial consider
ations, but was rather because, after 44 
years, it had become necessary to reap
praise the impact of the award. "We need 
to get feedback from the community. . . . 
Were we making a difference? Should we 
be doing things some other way?" she asks. 

The hiatus is the first since 1961 when 
the awards were put off for one year 
to accommodate bureaucratic changes. 
Although lack of money is said not to be 
a factor, the foundation's assets are down 
from $4.5 million in 1980 to $2.4 million. 

Each winner normally receives a $15,000 
honorarium at a ceremony held each 
September. Since the awards were estab
lished in 1944, 46 winners have gone on to 
receive Nobel Prizes. G.C.A. 

ESA names new DG 
London 
JEAN-MARIE Luton, director general of the 
French National Centre for Space Studies 
(CNES), will replace Reimar Lust as direc
tor general of the European Space Agency 
(ESA) for four years from 1 October this 
year. Luton has a background in geophys
ics research, and is currently a French 
delegate to the council of ESA. From 1984 
to 1987, he chaired ESA's administrative 
and finance committee. P .A. 
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