
Peter Aldhous, London 
Researchers working in priority areas such as
post-genomics and information technology
had cause to celebrate last week as the British
government published the fine print of its
comprehensive spending plan for science. 

But despite overall increases in funding of
about 7% for each of the next three years,
including spending on buildings and equip-
ment, those working in less fashionable dis-
ciplines could be left out in the cold. 

“The probability that your average pro-
ject grant will be funded is not going to go
up,” warns Peter Cotgreave, director of the
lobby group Save British Science. Indeed, last
week’s announcement is the most obvious
development in an emerging UK trend: the
concentration of resources in big, collabora-
tive programmes, rather than increasing the
funding for individual grants. 

“An inevitable consequence of the way
these programmes will work is that more
money will be concentrated into a smaller
number of groups,” says David Clark, science
and engineering director at the Engineering
and Physical Sciences Research Council.

The new money emerged from a strategic
review of planned government spending for
the three years beginning 2001. In July, the
government announced the size of the over-
all increase to the science budget, plus an
additional fund of £1 billion (US$1.4 billion)
to update laboratory equipment and build-
ings — £225 million of which will be pro-

vided by the Wellcome Trust (see Nature 406,
335; 2000). But it was not clear how the
increases for research would be spent.

This extra money totals £356 million over
the three years. But £252 million is ear-
marked for cross-research-council projects
in genomics, ‘E-science’ and what the gov-
ernment calls ‘basic technology’ (see figure).
The rest is divided between the research
councils roughly in proportion to their cur-
rent spending. After each council has funded
its own priority projects, there will be little
left: indeed, some councils will have to cut
back on their existing activities (see below).
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The main thrust of the genomics initiative
will be to determine the function of genes that
have been sequenced. George Radda, chief
executive of the Medical Research Council,
expects the focus to be on structural genomics
and population-based studies. He says the
comprehensive medical records gathered by
the National Health Service make Britain an
ideal place to study the links between genes,
lifestyle and disease. The Medical Research
Council plans to spend £20 million on the
UK Population Biomedical Collection, a
national database involving some 500,000
volunteers, in collaboration with the Depart-
ment of Health and the Wellcome Trust.

The E-science initiative will focus on
developing a distributed computing concept
known as the Grid, and applying it to climate
modelling, bioinformatics and handling the
expected deluge of data from the Large
Hadron Collider at CERN, the European
laboratory for particle physics in Geneva.

The basic technology component includes
research in nanotechnology and robotics.
Officials at the engineering research council
expect particular emphasis to be given to pho-
tonics — computing and data transmission
using photons instead of electrons — where
Britain is an acknowledged world leader.

The architects of the government’s sci-
ence policy make no apologies for these ear-
marks. “We definitely do need things that are
larger and more collaborative,” says Robert
May, who was the government’s chief science
adviser until October, and this week takes
over as president of the Royal Society.

Most researchers agree that such work is
important, but some fear that the trend to
attach strings to science spending may grow
at the expense of basic, curiosity-driven
research. “I wouldn’t yet say this is a big prob-
lem, but there is a potential for a problem,”
says Cotgreave. “We’ve got our eye on it.” n

ç http://www.dti.gov.uk/ost/whatsnew/sciencebudget.pdf 

Britain plumps for support of big projects…

Britain will join the European
Southern Observatory (ESO) in
2002. Last week’s science
spending plan includes funds for
the Particle Physics and Astronomy
Research Council (PPARC) to pay
for ESO membership.

The move will give British
astronomers access to the new
Very Large Telescope, which has
four 8.2-metre mirrors, at Mount
Paranal in Chile. This will require a
‘joining fee’ of £70 million (US$98.5
million), plus £12 million per year.

But the timing of the payments
must be decided before British
astronomers learn what other
projects must be sacrificed so that
they can use the ESO’s facilities. 

The PPARC’s budget, which
will rise to £232 million by
2003–04, includes £10 million
over each of the next three years
for membership of the ESO. If the

joining fee were to be paid in one
go, the consequences for the rest
of the PPARC’s programme would
be disastrous. But in practice a
deal will be thrashed out to spread
the payments over several years.
“There is flexibility on the
timescale,” says ESO director-
general Catherine Cesarsky. 

But some cuts to the PPARC’s
existing research portfolio are

inevitable. “What I hope is that the
PPARC will consider its whole
programme,” says Martin Rees of
the University of Cambridge,
Britain’s Astronomer Royal. 

Ground-based astronomy is
expected to bear the brunt of any
cuts, however, and an expert
panel of astronomers has been
called in to prioritize the current
range of projects. P.A.

…but ESO membership comes at a price

Joining ESO will give Britain access to Chile’s Very Large Telescope.

  b  Cross-council programmes       a  Research Council allocations (not including
     funding for capital projects)

Medical: £77m

Biotechnology
and Biological
Sciences: £57m

Natural
Environment:
£29m

Engineering
and Physical
Sciences: £103m

Particle Physics
and Astronomy:
£48m

Economic and
Social: £27m Central Laboratory of the

Research Councils: £6m

Genomics:
£110m

E-Science:
£98m

BasicTechnology:
£44m

In the money: how the new funding will be allocated across disciplines over the next three years.
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