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Policymakers should not always have to justify spend-
ing on science as an economic investment, the former 
chancellor of the exchequer George Osborne has said.

In an interview with Research Fortnight, Osborne, 
who became the editor of the Evening Standard news-
paper this month, said: “I think sometimes we try 
too hard to find the economic value of things and 
we forget that we are human beings beyond just an 
economy.” As chancellor, he said his decision to back 
spending on science was not just taken because he 
expected a clear or quick economic return. 

“I always had an eye on the bottom line and I 
thought investment in science was good for the pro-
ductivity of the economy and for the jobs it created,” 
Osborne said. “That for me was never really the fun-
damental reason why the country should invest in its 
scientists and revere its science.”

“You want to be promoting a culture of inquiry and 
a culture of research that doesn’t always have an obvi-
ous end product that can be commercialised or can 
add to GDP,” Osborne said. “That is a happy byproduct 
of a great scientific base.”

Osborne was being interviewed by Andre Geim, 
Regius professor at the University of Manchester, who is 
guest editing this 500th edition of Research Fortnight. 

“I think your discovery of graphene is a classic exam-
ple of that,” Osborne said, referring to the 2010 Nobel 
prize that Geim received with his Manchester col-
league, Konstantin Novoselov. “You didn’t set out to 
develop things that were going to make car tyres more 
efficient,” Osborne said. “That is not what Andre Geim 
set out to do in his life. I suspect if you’d set out to 
make car tyres more efficient you would have been 
looking at rubber compounds and not got very far.” 

Their discussion was wide-ranging (see interview, 
page 6), covering Brexit, the technical competence 
of political leaders in the UK and China, and whether 
economics can be called a “science”.

Geim said that he had recently returned from a visit 
to China where he met politicians representing differ-
ent cities and provinces. “In my experience, China’s 
politics is dominated by technocrats, while we hardly 

have ministers with technical education,” Geim told 
Osborne. “China is one extreme, but I think Britain is 
another extreme, where the cabinet is dominated by 
history and politics,” he said.

In response, Osborne said that Margaret Thatcher 
trained as a chemist but he conceded that at the top of 
Britain’s political class, a degree in politics, philoso-
phy and economics from the University of Oxford is 
certainly regarded as preparation for a life in politics. 
“Maybe this is why Thatcher remains one of the most 
remembered prime ministers,” Geim commented.

China is different, Osborne said: “I’m not sure it’s a 
model of how to pick your politicians.” Part of the differ-
ence between the educational backgrounds of UK and 
Chinese leaders can also be attributed to the differing 
political cultures. The PPE degree prepares graduates 
for “public arguments and winning debates”, which, 
Osborne said, “is of course not so much so in China”.

He also observed that an argumentative culture 
is somewhat lacking among UK scientists in public 
engagement. “I think sometimes scientists feel unnec-
essarily timid about getting involved in the public 
sphere and the public debate, saying: ‘That’s not for 
me, I’m a scientist and I’m going to stay in my lab.’”

Asked whether he favoured a hard or soft Brexit, 
Osborne said it was important that the UK’s research-
ers retained their links to Europe. But he recognised 
that a future relationship might not involve funding 
from the European Union’s Framework programme. 

“Things like Horizon 2020 have been part of the EU, 
but we need to find a way to create that kind of net-
work and that kind of support and 
funding outside the EU,” he said. 
“One of the biggest things we could 
potentially lose would be that cross-
European scientific community. 
While it was working perfectly well 
within the EU, we are now going to 
have to work hard to make sure it 
works outside the EU.” 
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“In order to succeed, we need today  
discretion, moderation, mutual respect 
and a maximum of goodwill.”
Donald Tusk, the president of the European 
Council, reacts to UK prime minister Theresa 
May’s speech in which she accuses the EU 
of meddling in the UK general election. The 
Guardian, 4/5/17.

“I think Martin’s analysis…wishfully 
harks back to a world that doesn’t exist 
anymore.”
Science minister Jo Johnson replies to Martin 
Wolf, a Financial Times commentator, who 
argued that the higher education act is 
forcing higher education to become a mar-
ket when it can never be so. Times Higher 
Education, 3/5/17.

“Many of the terms routinely used to 
describe the problem are misunderstood, 
interpreted differently or loaded with 
unhelpful connotations.”
Mark Mendelson, president of the Federation 
of Infectious Diseases Societies of Southern 
Africa, says that antibiotic resistance has a 
language problem. Nature, 3/5/17.

“They have this praetorian guard in the 
right-wing press that will sort of kneecap 
anybody who stands in their way and 
Jeremy Corbyn is helping tremendously 
with his hapless leadership of the  
Labour Party.”
Former deputy prime minister and Liberal 
Democrat leader Nick Clegg says the ques-
tion ahead of the general election is not 
who is going to be in government but who 
is going to oppose the Conservatives. The 
Independent, 14/5/17.

“If we dehumanise that process, we need 
to be wary about what values we allow 
artificial intelligence to impart. Vigilance 
will be necessary.”
Chadwick DeVoss, president of StatReviewer, 
an automated platform that offers journals 
and authors support with statistics, says that 
artificial intelligence could speed up peer 
review. Times Higher Education, 11/5/17.
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“We urge the research 
councils to actively pursue 
an international strategy to 
make the UK the partner of 
choice for scientific research 
worldwide.”
The Royal Society warns that the UK 
could lose its position as a world leader 
in science.

Research Fortnight, 23 May 2007

RF@500
Research, politics and the media face fractious times.

When the first issue of Research Fortnight was published on 19 October 
1994, the UK had a Conservative government that had just installed John 
Cadogan, a former chief scientist at BP, as the first director-general of 
the research councils. Ministers wanted to have tighter control of both 
universities and funding. That expectation was perfectly captured in our 
news headline: “Research councils snuggle up with DTI” (a forerunner to 
the Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy).

Roll forward 23 years and you could plausibly argue that little has 
changed: a Conservative government wishes to bring coherence to the 
research budget and wants scientists to be less hostile to government 
and industry.

Yet the world is much changed. Research has boomed worldwide, as 
nations have been lifted out of poverty and states have invested in the 
business of knowledge creation. Political systems have collapsed. In 
1994 Andre Geim—who has guest edited this 500th issue—gained tenure 
outside the former Soviet Union to undertake research on innovative 
materials that would later lead to his winning a Nobel prize. Few would 
have foreseen the 9/11 attacks on the United States, the subsequent 
invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq, the rise of Islamic State and a financial 
and economic crisis. 

During the crisis years, politicians such as former chancellor George 
Osborne (see Interview, page 6) protected the research budget, but made 
public funding cuts that hit hard those low-income groups that subse-
quently voted for Brexit and are now targetted by far right propaganda. 

Even the world of the media is transformed. Some 23 years ago the world-
wide web was only just beginning to escape its origins as an application 
for researchers at the European particle physics lab Cern. Journalists had 
no inkling how it would upend publishing, and that newer generations of 
readers would simultaneously become their own writers, editors and pub-
lishers. We failed to anticipate that they would expect to obtain free news 
online and through social networks, effectively cutting out publishers. 

Nor did we expect that our sources, especially those in the public sec-
tor, would take advantage of the communications revolution both to 
restrict media access to public officials and to use technology to hit back 
with their own, sometimes false, versions of events. That is a troubling 
development. When the US president can speak unfiltered to millions of 
Twitter followers, journalism simply becomes an inconvenience.

News journalists are notoriously bad at prediction. Our time horizon is 
far too short to be able to predict anything meaningful beyond a week, 
which, as Harold Wilson famously noted, “is a long time in politics”. But 
we can be confident that the next two decades will be tougher than the 
previous 20 years. At the same time it is a privilege to report on research 
policy. We are hugely grateful for the trust you, our readers, have placed 
in us as we have grown from a small start-up to a fully fledged news oper-
ation with about 30 journalists serving readers in Africa, Australasia, 
Europe, the Middle East and North America. And for as long as it takes, we 
shall continue to call the powerful to account.
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Labour confirms zero tuition fees in leaked manifesto draft
A draft of the Labour Party’s general election manifesto was leaked last week, revealing plans 
to abolish tuition fees and to increase NHS funding by a further £6 billion a year. The party is 
promising to make higher education free and to reintroduce maintenance grants for university 
students if it forms the next government.

Amazon boosts UK research capacity
Global retailer Amazon is to open an R&D centre in Cambridge this year. The centre will employ 
more than 400 highly skilled employees including machine-learning scientists, data scientists, 
mathematical modellers, speech scientists and software engineers. Staff recruited for the site will 
work on Amazon’s tablet devices and its Echo voice services. The company has pledged to create 
5,000 permanent jobs across the UK, to bring its full-time workforce to 24,000.

R&D spending is yielding fewer bangs per buck
More and more researchers are producing less and less, a leading innovation economist has 
warned. Giving the inaugural Christopher Freeman lecture at the University of Sussex, Luc Soete 
said that the link between a nation’s research investment and its productivity has become 
tenuous. As an example, Soete gave Moore’s Law, which states that the number of transistors 
packed on to a computer chip doubles approximately every two years. Today, he said, it takes 
75 times more researchers to maintain this rate of doubling than in the early 1970s.

Publishers plan ‘fair sharing’ tool
Scientific publishers are considering creating a system that allows legal sharing of research 
papers, according to a report in Nature. A new online tool, dubbed Fair Sharing, is being 
discussed by members of the International Association of Scientific, Technical and Medical 
Publishers. It is in response to the increasing number of researchers who are uploading research 
papers to academic social networking sites, such as ResearchGate, without authorisation.

University vice-chancellors ‘not effective leaders’, survey finds
A survey by The Guardian has found that academic and administrative staff at universities feel 
that their vice-chancellors do not spend enough time learning how the institution works. Many 
of the survey’s 1,079 respondents felt that their vice-chancellors were too focused on lobbying 
and external relations. Other respondents referred to the high pay of vice-chancellors, with one 
saying the vice-chancellor was so highly paid “he could never be value for money”. 

Wanted: early-career social scientists to host ESRC festival events
The Economic and Social Research Council has put out a call for social science researchers to run 
workshops at its upcoming Festival of Social Science. This is the fifteenth year of the festival, and 
events will take place across the UK from 4 to 11 November 2017. Sponsorship of up to £1,000 is 
available to researchers at partner universities to assist with the costs of running an event. 

Government rejects call for ‘post-Brexit’ green law
The UK government has rejected a suggestion from MPs for an Environmental Protection Act to 
ensure that the UK has environment legislation equivalent to—or better than—that in the European 
Union. The decision was part of the government’s response to a House of Commons committee 
inquiry report Future of the Natural Environment after the EU Referendum. The government said that 
its great repeal bill would instead convert current EU law into domestic legislation.

w h a t ’ s  g o i n g  o n
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SKA telescope faces redesign 
to absorb unexpected costs 

Research Fortnight, 17 May 2017

The Square Kilometre Array telescope is faced with the 
prospect of significant changes to its design, following a 
major miscalculation of the project’s costs.

The SKA Organisation discovered in December 2016 
that the total project was likely to cost €916 million  
(£778m) rather than the forecasted €674m, Research 
Fortnight has learned. 

As a result, since the start of 2017, the project has 
been undergoing a cost-control exercise instigated by 
South Africa and Australia, two of the 10 countries that 
form the SKA Organisation. 

The construction of what is expected to be the world’s 
largest radio telescope is due to begin in 2018.

Philip Diamond, director-general of the SKA 
Organisation, told Research Fortnight that, since December, 
the consortium had managed to reduce the shortfall 
by about €90m and total costs were estimated to reach 
€828m—a figure that he expects to be further reduced. 

“It is not that the costs were underestimated,” 
Diamond said. “Nobody has done anything like the SKA 
before and so we had our initial cost estimates from a 
design consortia in 2013, and those were the best esti-
mates that we had without the engineers having done 
any detailed design work. When you do that work, you 
discover the complexity of the problem.”

A SKA document seen by Research Fortnight lists 
36 potential changes to the original design that would 
reduce costs. These options are ranked according to 
their impact on the science that the telescope is expect-
ed to deliver. 

The list includes minor tweaks, such as: powering 
some of the project’s dishes from solar energy, which 
would remove the need for overhead power lines; simpli-
fying the science data network connecting the antenna 
stations to the central signal processor, the telescope’s 
main processing brain; and reducing the amount of high-
performance computing available to process raw data.

Another option with a bigger impact on the science 
would be to reduce the amount of process bandwidth, 
which would increase the time taken to make observations.

The most drastic options include: reducing the 
number of dishes from 70 to 59 in South Africa, which 
would reduce the telescope’s sensitivity by 20 per cent; 
removing 54 stations from the core area of the project in 
Australia; and reducing band time. 

Cutting band time is one of the most controversial 
ideas, as it could mean that some of the projected science, 
such as the study of planetary disks or star formation, can-
not be carried out until extra funds have been found. 

Meanwhile, South Africa is understood to be pushing 
for scaling up the technology at the existing MeerKAT 
radio telescope and the Murchison Widefield Array 
(MWA) radio telescope in Western Australia, both of 
which are located in the same sites where the SKA will be 
built, eliminating the need for new designs. 

Diamond added that he was optimistic about wel-
coming new countries into the SKA Organisation, and 
is holding conversations with the governments of 
Portugal, Spain, France, Germany, Switzerland, Japan 
and South Korea. The German government, which pulled 
out of SKA in 2014, is still considering a proposal to fund 
its participation in the SKA, which was put forward in 
January 2016 by a consortium of 35 research institutions 
led by the Max Planck Institute. 

Some of these countries, Diamond said, would like to 
wait until the SKA Organisation becomes an intergovern-
mental body before joining. A convention paving the way 
for such a body is likely to be signed in July. However, 
such a deal must then be ratified by each of the current 
countries in a process that could take up to 12 months 
to be finished. The SKA Organisation is so far made up of 
Australia, Canada, China, India, Italy, New Zealand, South 
Africa, Sweden, the Netherlands and the UK. 

Nichi D’Amico, president of the Italian National 
Institute for Astrophysics, said he did not consider the 
situation to be dramatic. “Our first goal is to establish 
the SKA intergovernmental organisation and ensuring 
that the minimal configuration of the project can pro-
duce good science, and is scientifically appealing and 
convincing in terms of costs,” he said. “The advantage 
of SKA is that it is easily scalable. As soon as the budget 
increases, the telescope can grow.”

Jonathan Pritchard, senior lecturer in astrostatistics 
at Imperial College London, who chairs the SKA Epoch of 
Reionization science working group, said that although 
considering reductions was painful, the exercise “feels 
like a healthy part of going from a design that is maybe 
still slightly speculative to something that is really con-
crete and affordable”. 

“It is normal when you are designing a new telescope 
that there are uncertainties about how much new tech-
nology would cost,” he said.

The project’s science working groups will discuss 
these options at a town hall meeting on 18 and 19 May 
in Manchester. The board of the SKA Organisation will 
aim to make a decision at a meeting in July.

by Cristina Gallardo cgnews@ResearchResearch.com
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‘Chancellors don’t 
always get their way’ 
George Osborne talks candidly to Andre Geim, guest editor of RF ’s 500th issue.

As chancellor of the exchequer, you regarded 
science as being important for the UK. Why?
Science is important as it speaks to the human spirit to 
discover more about our world. Sometimes we try too 
hard to find the economic value of things and we for-
get that we are human beings beyond just an economy. 
If you are a country that wants to be part of the future 
of the world, you want to be at the forefront of science. 
Countries that give up on science, countries that allow 
their universities to decline, are taking a back seat in the 
world and that’s not the country I want.  

What can scientists do to explain this to politicians 
who may not hold the same views as you?
It’s a happy coincidence that countries spending a lot on 
fundamental research are also countries whose economies 
tend to be most productive. So you can certainly point that 
out to politicians, business leaders and people who pay 
their taxes. People know that when they go into an NHS 
hospital they want it to be well-funded; and they want to 
have great beds, great nurses and great doctors.  But they 
also know that their treatment—the latest cancer drug, 
or even the latest thing to prevent a scratch becoming an 
infection that kills you—is a product of science.  

As chancellor you were most closely involved with 
a particular branch of science, economics. Is it 
justifiably called the “dismal science”?
I’m not sure economics is a science, in the way that you 
would understand it. It has the appearance of science 
because at times it is quite mathematical. But my criti-
cism of economics teaching in Britain is that it’s become 
a bit too science-like and theoretical. It’s been forgotten 
that economics deals with human beings and the inter-
actions between them, and that it’s difficult sometimes 
to discern human motives. The most interesting field in 
economics in the last 20-30 years has been behaviour-
al economics—the discovery that human beings aren’t 
always like economic models.

I’ve lived and worked in half a dozen countries, but 
what amuses me is the UK’s ‘special relationship’ 
with the United States. It seems the US bullies 
everyone equally but only the British feel the need to 
express “special thanks”. I noticed, as chancellor, you 
tried to find a balance with Asia, particularly China.

You’re posing a bit of a false dilemma. The US has been 
a defender of world order and democracy. And for all the 
mistakes it’s made, it has overwhelmingly been a force for 
good. Many of the ideas that shape the American identity 
were born out of an enlightenment in the UK. Having a 
strong relationship with the US does not mean you can’t 
work with other countries or treat them with respect. 

China is an ancient civilisation, representing one sixth 
of the world’s population, and it has an absolutely legiti-
mate right to have its voice heard in the world and be 
respected. Britain can help play a role in making sure 
that happens. Not only do I think that will be to our 
mutual benefit, but I think the alternative of trying to 
deny China its rightful seat at the world’s table would be 
very foolish and potentially dangerous.  

You were a pragmatic chancellor, but many 
scientists see a lot of dogmatism coming from this 
government. For example, leaving students out of 
the immigration statistics would be pragmatic.
I argued in government that we shouldn’t include stu-
dents in the overall immigration number. That Britain 
welcomes lots of students to its universities is not just 
a good thing for university funding, which is the rather 
narrow way of looking at it, but it’s also great for British 
influence in the world. We have alumni all around the 
world who think with great affection about Britain. I 
think it makes the culture of inquiry in our universities 
stronger and more diverse.

The government that you were a part of didn’t listen...
Even chancellors don’t always get their own way. 

Journalists regularly mock your love for hi-vis gear 
and for opening buildings. How would you respond?
One thing that makes British politics very robust and 
enduring, and one reason why this country has been a 
very strong democracy, is because we poke fun at our 
politicians. You can go back to the 18th century when 
you had absolutist France, Tsarist Russia; America was a 
colony and China was under an imperial dynasty. And in 
Britain they were producing Gillray cartoons of the chan-
cellors of the day being lampooned and defecated upon 
and all sorts of things. Thankfully, I think we get a better 
deal than our 18th century forebears.
More to say? Email comment@ResearchResearch.com

i n t e r v i e w   g e o r g e  o s b o r n e
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(ANR) and the Netherlands Organisation 
for Scientific Research's Division of Social 
Sciences (NWO) invite applications for 
their fifth open research area call. This 
supports joint research projects between 
France, the UK, Germany and the Neth-
erlands in the field of social sciences, 
lasting up to three years.
Web id: 1195898
Email: christiane.joerk@dfg.de
Deadline: 5 July 2017 [104]

Medical research award
The International Society of Orthopaedic 
Surgery and Traumatology invites applica-
tions for its SICOT research awards. These 
recognise the best manuscripts in the 
field of clinical science and basic science. 
Three awards are available, worth up to 
USD 2,000 (£1,550) each. 
Web id: 1195915
Email: awards@sicot.org
Deadline: 30 July 2017 [105]

Conservation grant
The European Outdoor Conservation Asso-
ciation invites applications for its conser-
vation grant. This supports a conservation 
project about a threatened species or 
habitat. Grants are worth up to €30,000 
(£25,000) each.
Web id: 1195809
Email: info@outdoorconservation.eu
Deadline: 31 July 2017 [106]

EU H2020 alternative finance
The European Commission Horizon 2020: 
Industrial Leadership invites propos-
als for its H2020-ALTFI-2017 improving 
access by innovative SMEs to alternative 
forms of finance call. This supports the 
development of a capacity-building strat-
egy and consequent implementation plan 
that focuses on the levels of development 
of the provision of information on access 
by innovative SMEs to alternative sources 
of finance across the member states and 
associated countries. The budget is worth 
€2.5 million (£2.1m). 
Web id: 1195758
Deadline: 7 September 2017 [107]

Allergen & pathogen research
The European Food Safety Authority invites 
proposals for the following awards:

•detection and quantification of aller-
gens in foods and minimum eliciting doses 
in food allergic individuals, worth up to 
€375,000 (£315,000) Web id: 1195847

•smart monitoring of airborne plant 
pathogens, worth up to €375,000 each 
over four.Web id: 1195855
Email: efsaprocurement@efsa.europa.eu
Deadline: 25 October 2017 [109]

e u r o p e 
o t h e r

Renewed opportunities from European 
funders, excluding funders based in the UK.

Liver research
The European Association for the Study 
of the Liver invites applications for its 
sponsorship programme. This supports 
events and meetings of other organisa-
tions on liver research. The budget is 
worth €30,000 (£25,000). 
Web id: 1188922
Email: easloffice@easloffice.eu
No deadline [110]

EU Christian democracy
The European University Institute, in 
collaboration with the European Peo-
ple's Party in the European Parliament, 
invites applications for their postgradu-
ate research grants on Christian democ-
racy and European integration. These 
support research into the impact of 
Christian democracy on the process of 
European integration at the Historical 
Archives of the EU in Florence, the Euro-
pean People’s Party group's archives in 
Brussels or the Konrad Adenauer Stif-
tung in Bonn. Grants are worth €5,000 
(£4,200) each.
Web id: 1190220
Email: laura.burgassi@eui.eu  
Deadline: 31 May 2017 [111]

Rare disease research
The Foundation for the Development 
of Internal Medicine in Europe invites 
applications for its rare disease research 
grants. These support internists develop-
ing research in the field of rare diseases 
in adults. Grants are worth up to €20,000 
(£17,000) each over one year. 
Web id: 1172152
Email: contact@fdime.org
Deadline: 3 June 2017 [112]

Norway foreign aid
The Norwegian Agency for Development 
Cooperation invites tenders for an evalu-
ation of organisational aspects of Nor-
wegian aid administration. The tenderer 
will evaluate organisational aspects of 
Norwegian aid administration in order to 
assess the roles, responsibilities and the 
division of labour between home organi-
sations. The contract is worth NOK 1.5 
million (£135,000).
Web id: 1195869
Email: joanna.gluszek@norad.no
Deadline: 6 June 2017 [164]

Biotech SME award
The European Association for Bioindus-
tries invites applications for its EuropaBio 
SME awards. These recognise European 
biotech SMEs that have developed novel 
ways of meeting societal, technical, and 
environmental problems through the 
application of biotechnology. The overall 
prize is worth €10,000 (£8,400).
Web id: 1162702
Contact: Cosmin Popa
Email: c.popa@europabio.org
Deadline: 26 June 2017 [113]

Cancer research prize
The ARC Foundation for Cancer Research 
invites nominations for the Léopold Grif-
fuel awards. These recognise researchers 
whose work has led to a major break-
through in fundamental or applied 
research in oncology. Prizes are worth a 
total of €150,000 (£126,000).
Web id: 254982
Email: prixarcleopoldgriffuel@
fondation-arc.org
 Deadline: 30 June 2017 [114]

Oncology observership
The European Society of Surgical Oncol-
ogy invites applications for its Brazilian 
Society of Surgical Oncology observership 
programme. This offers society mem-
bers the opportunity to visit a Brazil-
ian oncology institution and undertake 
an observership. Stipends are worth 
USD 2,000 (£1,550) for two weeks.

Web id: 1190189
Email: ana.galan@essoweb.org
Deadline: 30 June 2017 [115]

Environment research
The Environmental Protection Agency 
Ireland invites applications for the fol-
lowing themed calls:

•climate theme 1 – carbon stocks, 
greenhouse gas emissions, sinks and 
management options, worth up to 
€220,000 (£125,000). Web id: 1180514

•climate theme 2 – Ireland's future cli-
mate, its impacts and adaptation options, 
worth up to €350,000. Web id: 1180515

•climate theme 3 – climate solutions, 
transition management and opportuni-
ties, worth up to €120,000. 
Web id: 1180516

•climate theme 4 – air science, worth 
up to €350,000.Web id: 1180517

•sustainability theme 1 – resource 
efficiency call,  worth up to €150,00 each.
Web id: 1180533

•sustainability theme 2 – health and 
wellbeing, worth up to €650,000 each.
Web id: 1180534

•sustainability theme 3 – natural capi-
tal and ecosystem services including soils 
and biodiversity, worth up to €150,000 
each. Web id: 1180536

•sustainability theme 4 – socio-eco-
nomic aspects of a sustainable environ-
ment, worth up to €150,000 each.
Web id: 1180537

•water theme 1  – safe water, worth up 
to €350,000 for up to three years. 
Web id: 1180522

•water theme 2 – ecosystem services 
and sustainability, worth up to €500,000 
each. Web id: 1180523

•water theme 3 – innovative water 
technologies , worth up to €500,000 each.
Web id: 1180524

•water theme 4 – understanding, man-
aging and conserving water resources, 
worth up to €500,000. Web id: 1180525

•water theme 5 – emerging and cross-
cutting issues, worth up to €500,000 
each. Web id: 1190125
Email: research@epa.ie
Deadline: 3 July 2017 [128]

Vulnerability and life course
The Swiss National Science Foundation, 
through the Swiss National Centre of 
Competence in Research LIVES, invites 
applications for its best paper award for 
early scholars. This recognises the best 
paper in the areas of vulnerability and 
life course studies written by scholars at 
the beginning of their career. The award 
is worth €2,000 (£1,700) plus expenses. 
Web id: 1190133
Email: contact@lives-nccr.ch
Deadline: 10 July 2017 [129]

Electrochemistry research
Volkswagen and BASF invite applications 
for their science award in electrochem-
istry. This supports research in electro-
chemistry. The budget is worth €100,000 
(£84,000), of which €40,000 is allocated 
to the winner. 
Web id: 1179776
Email: vw@volkswagen.de
Deadline: 18 August 2017 [130]

Strategic mobility grants
The Swedish Foundation for Strategic 
Research invites proposals for its strategic 
mobility grants. These aim to increase 
personal mobility and cross-fertilisa-

tion between academia and industry. 
Grants are worth up to SEK 1.5 million  
(£131,000) each over up to 12 months. 
Web id: 251733
Email: joakim.amorim@stratresearch.se
Deadline: 5 September 2017 [131]

EU environment grants 
The Directorate-General for the Environ-
ment, under the LIFE programme, invites 
applications for the following calls:

•technical assistance projects, worth 
up to €100,000 (£84,000) each. 
Web id: 1185443

•traditional projects on climate change 
adaptation, worth €25.28 million.
Web id: 1185440

•traditional projects on climate change 
mitigation, worth €21.85 million for up to 
five years. Web id: 252916

•traditional projects on climate gov-
ernance and information, worth €5 mil-
lion for up to five years. Web id: 1185441
Deadline: 7 September 2017 

•traditional projects on environment 
and resource efficiency. Web id: 1185437
Deadline: 12 September 2017 

•environmental governance and infor-
mation, with a budget of €290 million  
(£243m) for up to five years. 
Web id: 1185439

• nature and biodiversity, with a budg-
et of €290 million for up to five years. 
Web id: 1185438
Deadline: 14 September 2017 

•preparatory projects under the envi-
ronment sub-programme, with a budget 
worth up to €1.65m. Web id: 1180293
Deadline: 20 September 2017

•integrated projects, with a budget 
worth €30m for climate projects, and 
€86m for environmental projects.
Web id: 1180297
Email: easme-life@ec.europa.eu
Deadline: 26 September 2017 [145]

EU projects in microgravity
The European Space Agency invites pro-
posals to participate in its Fly Your Thesis 
call. This enables teams of students to 
design and perform scientific experiments 
in microgravity as part of their master's 
or PhD thesis. Up to four teams will be 
offered mentoring and financial support.
Web id: 252208
Email: flyyourthesis@esa.int
Deadline: 10 September 2017 [136]

Postdoctoral training grants
The European Molecular Biology Labora-
tory and Marie Sklodowska-Curie actions 
invite applications, under the EMBL inter-
disciplinary postdocs (EIPOD) initiative, 
for the EI3POD postdoctoral fellowship 
programme. This enables researchers to 
take part in international and interin-
stitutional collaborations, or an inter-
sectorial experience, whilst carrying out 
interdisciplinary research. Approximately 
20 three-year fellowships are available.
Web id: 1186241
Contact: Brenda Stride
Email: eipod@embl.org
Deadline: 14 September 2017 [140]

Austrian studies fellowships
The Austrian Exchange Service (OEAD) 
invites applications for the Franz Werfel 
fellowship. This enables young univer-
sity teachers of German language and 
Austrian literature to visit university 
departments and carry out specialist stud-
ies in libraries, archives or at research 
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EU France-England cooperation
The INTERREG France (Channel) England 
Programme invites applications for its 
sixth call for proposals. This aims to tackle 
challenges in the border regions and work 
towards achieving the EU objectives for 
employment, R&D, climate change and 
energy sustainability, and education.
Web id: 1195487
Email: interregv@norfolk.gov.uk
Deadline: 12 October 2017 [157]

r e s t  o f  w o r l d
Opportunities from funders outside of the 
UK, Europe and the US.

Student research exchange
Mitacs invites applications for its Glo-
balink special opportunity for interna-
tional students. This enables graduate 
international students with uncertain 
status in their current location to conduct 
research at a Canadian university. The 
award is worth CAD 5,000 (£2,800).
Web id: 1195251
Email: globalinkinitiative@mitacs.ca
No deadline [158]

Biology lectures
The Australian Academy of Science invites 
nominations for the following awards:

•the Rudi Lemberg travelling fellow-
ship, worth up to AUD 10,000 (£5,700).
Web id: 251720

•the Selby fellowship, worth up to 
AUD  15,000. Web id: 203772
Email: awards@science.org.au
Deadline: 1 June 2017 [160]

Focused meetings grants 
The International Union of Biochemistry 
and Molecular Biology invites applica-
tions for its focused meetings grants. 
These support focused meetings covering 
cutting-edge science related to biochem-
istry and molecular biology. Grants are 
worth up to USD 60,000 (£46,400), plus 
USD 10,000 for organisers who edit a 
special issue of the union's journal.
Web id: 1195606
Contact: Efstathios S Gonos
Email: sgonos@eie.gr
Deadline: 1 June 2017 [161]

Biochemistry travel grants
The Asia-Pacific Federation for Clinical 
Biochemistry and Laboratory Medicine 
and the Australasian Association of Clini-
cal Biochemists invite applications for 
their travelling scholarships. These sup-
port attendance at the AACB's annual 
scientific conference in Melbourne in 
September. Two scholarships, worth up 
to SGD 2,000 (£1,000) each, are available.
Web id: 1168750
Email: tony.badrick@rcpaqap.com.au
Deadline: 2 June 2017 [162]

Africa food prize
The Alliance for a Green Revolution in 
Africa invites nominations for the Africa 
food prize. This recognises contribu-
tions to African agriculture, forging a 
new era of sustainable food security and 
economic opportunity. The prize is worth 
USD 100,000 (£77,400). 
Web id: 1189941
Email: info@africafoodprize.org
Deadline: 5 June 2017 [163]

Phlebology and lymphology
The International Union of Phlebology 
(UIP) and Servier invite applications for 
the Servier/UIP research fellowship. This 
supports research projects on phlebology 
and lymphology. The fellowship is worth 
€25,000 (£21,000) over two years.
Web id: 1172560
Contact: Marianne De Maeseneer
Email: mdmaesen@gmail.com
Deadline: 30 September 2017 [150]

Development economics
The World Institute for Development 
Economics Research of the United Nations 
University invites applications for its 
visiting scholars programme. This enables 
scholars to spend up to three months at 
UNU-WIDER, researching development 
or global economic issues. Grants cover 
travel and expenses. 
Web id: 255522
Email: scholars1@wider.unu.edu
Deadline: 30 September 2017 [151]

Interdisciplinary groups
Bielefeld University's Center for Interdis-
ciplinary Research (ZiF) invites proposals 
for its research group grants. These sup-
port interdisciplinary research groups in 
the natural sciences, humanities or social 
sciences. Grants are worth up to €500,000 
(£421,000) for up to 10 months.
Web id: 1174079
Contact: Britta Padberg
Email: zif-applications@uni-bielefeld.de
Deadline: 1 October 2017 [152]

Research stays in Germany
The German Academic Exchange Service 
(DAAD) invites applications for the fol-
lowing opportunities:

•research stays for university academ-
ics and scientists, worth up to €2,150 
(£1,800) per month for up to three 
months. Web id: 1190367

•short-term research grants for doc-
toral candidates and young academics, 
with a monthly allowance of €1,000 for 
up to six months. Web id: 189844
Contact: Cécile Reese
Email: reese@daad.org.uk
Deadline: 4 October 2017 [154]

Newton Turkish fellowships 
The Scientific and Technological Research 
Council of Turkey (TUBITAK), in collabo-
ration with UK funders, under the New-
ton Fund, invites applications for its 
international researchers fellowship pro-
gramme. This enables PhD students and 
young postdoctoral researchers to pursue 
research in science and the humanities 
in Turkey. Fellowships are worth up to 
TRY 33,000 (£7,100)over 12 months.
Web id: 1171010
Email: bideb2216@tubitak.gov.tr
Deadline: 6 October 2017 [155]

EU electricity and gas 
The Innovation and Networks Executive 
Agency invites proposals for its call on 
Connecting Europe Facility energy. This 
supports projects of common interest 
within the framework of the trans-Euro-
pean networks policy in the energy sector, 
namely in electricity and gas. The budget 
is worth €800 million (£673m).
Web id: 1194410
Email: inea-cef-energy-calls@e
c.europa.eu
Deadline: 12 October 2017 [156]

institutions. Grants are worth €1,150 
(£970)per month.
Web id: 1165490
Email: teresa.karamat@oead.at
Deadline: 15 September 2017 [141]

EU anti-counterfeiting
The European Anti-Fraud Office invites 
proposals for the Pericles 2020 pro-
gramme. This aims to prevent and combat 
counterfeiting and related fraud, and to 
protect Euro banknotes and coins. The 
budget is worth €350,000 (£290,000).  
Web id: 1163180
Contact: Henrik Kersting
Email: ecfin-pericles@ec.europa.eu
Deadline: 15 September 2017 [142]

Hepatology fellowships 
The European Association for the Study 
of the Liver invites applications for the 
Andrew K Burroughs short-term training 
fellowships. These support the mobility 
of investigators between European insti-
tutions to promote scientific exchange 
among hepatology research units. Fel-
lowships are worth €2,000 (£1,700) per 
month for up to three months.
Web id: 254571
Email: easloffice@easloffice.eu
Deadline: 15 September 2017 [143]

Cardiovascular imaging
The European Society of Cardiology's Car-
diovascular Imaging Association invites 
applications for its research grants. These 
support specialised research in the field of 
non-invasive imaging modalities in order 
to help young candidates obtain research 
experience in a high standard academic 
centre in an ESC member country other 
than their own. Grants are worth €25,000 
(£21,000) for one year. 
Web id: 255349
Email: eacvi@escardio.org
Deadline: 30 September 2017 [146]

Public procurement studies
Forum Vergabe invites applications for 
its international public procurement 
award. This recognises an academic thesis 
with relevance to national, European or 
international public procurement law. The 
prize is worth €5,000 (£4,200).
Web id: 1163747
Deadline: 30 September 2017 [147]

Amyotrophic lateral sclerosis
The Frick Foundation for ALS Research 
invites applications for its research grants. 
These support basic biomedical research 
on the cause of amyotrophic lateral 
sclerosis. Grants are worth CHF 100,000 
(£76,800) each over two years.
Web id: 1160237
Email: ann.kato@unige.ch
Deadline: 30 September 2017 [148]

Surgery fellowship
The International Society of Orthopae-
dic Surgery invites applications for the 
Alexandria SICOT fellowship. This enables 
surgeons to receive training in different 
specialised departments at the Hadra 
Orthopaedic and Traumatology University 
Hospital in Alexandria, Egypt. Two fellow-
ships are available, covering travel up to 
€1,000 (£840) and accommodation for 
six months.
Web id: 1188282
Email: raafat_ragab@hotmail.com
Deadline: 30 September 2017 [149]
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Opportunities from the National Institutes 
of Health. Recurring NIH calls include the 
next closing date only.

Center for Inherited Disease Research 
(CIDR) high throughput sequencing and 
genotyping resource access (X01)
NIH ref: PAR-17-269
Web id: 1195903
No deadline [165]

Reducing overscreening for breast, cer-
vical and colorectal cancers among older 
adults (R01)
NIH ref: PA-17-110
Web id: 1193524
Deadline: 5 June 2017 [166]

Chronic condition self-management in 
children and adolescents (R01)
NIH ref: PA-17-115
Web id: 1193519
Deadline: 5 June 2017 [167]

Promoting caregiver health using self-
management (R01) 
NIH ref: PA-17-062
Web id: 1192915
Deadline: 5 June 2017 [168]

Public policy effects on alcohol-, mari-
juana, and other substance-related be-
haviours and outcomes (R01)
NIH ref: PA-17-135
Web id: 186391
Deadline: 5 June 2017 [169]

Hearing health care for adults – improv-
ing access and affordability (R01)
NIH ref: PA-17-202
Web id: 1160377
Deadline: 5 June 2017 [170]

Functional genetics, epigenetics and 
non-coding RNAs in substance use dis-
orders (R01)
NIH ref: PA-17-155
Web id: 176269
Deadline: 5 June 2017 [171]

From genomic association to causation: 
a convergent neuroscience approach for 
integrating levels of analysis to deline-
ate brain function in neuropsychiatry 
(collaborative U01)
NIH ref: PAR-17-176
Web id: 1194474
Deadline: 5 June 2017 [172]

From genomic association to causation: 
a convergent neuroscience approach for 
integrating levels of analysis to delineate 
brain function in neuropsychiatry (U01)
NIH ref: PAR-17-179
Web id: 1194477
Deadline: 5 June 2017 [173]

Reducing health disparities among mi-
nority and underserved children (R01)
NIH ref: PA-17-118
Web id: 1193525
Deadline: 5 June 2017 [174]

National Institute of Clinical Nursing 
Research clinical trial planning grant: 
AIDS-related (R34)
NIH ref: PA-17-133
Web id: 1193796
Deadline: 7 June 2017 [175]

Alliance of glycobiologists for cancer re-
search – translational tumor glycomics 
laboratories (U01)
NIH ref: PAR-17-206
Web id: 1194721
Deadline: 8 June 2017 [176]

Research Fortnight’s 500th issue



18 funding news Research Fortnight, 17 May 2017

p o l i c y  d i a r y

Heliconia Society International research 
grants
Web id: 1195787
No deadline [191]

Muscular Dystrophy Association investi-
gator-initiated research grants
Web id: 211078
No deadline [192]

National Geographic global exploration 
fund for northern Europe research grants
Web id: 1165737
No deadline [193]

Biomedical Engineering Society Rita 
Schaffer young investigator award
Web id: 198235
Deadline: 31 May 2017 [194]

Fundamental Physics Prize Foundation 
breakthrough prizes in fundamental 
physics, life sciences and mathematics
Web id: 1169151
Deadline: 31 May 2017 [195]

Fundamental Physics Prize Foundation 
new horizons prizes
Web id: 1169152
Deadline: 31 May 2017 [196]

International Association for Math-
ematical Geosciences computers and 
geosciences research scholarships
Web id: 1175115
Deadline: 31 May 2017 [197]

International Association for Mathe-
matical Geosciences mathematical geo-
sciences student awards
Web id: 1175113
Deadline: 31 May 2017 [198]

International Association for Math-
ematical Geosciences natural resources 
research student awards 
Web id: 1175116
Deadline: 31 May 2017 [199]

Michael J Fox Foundation for Parkinson's 
Research computational tools for Parkin-
son's disease therapeutic development
Web id: 1194857
Deadline: 31 May 2017 [200]

Michael J Fox Foundation for Parkin-
son's Research inflammation biomark-
ers for Parkinson's disease
Web id: 1194856
Deadline: 31 May 2017 [201]

Rotary Foundation peace fellowships
Web id: 201110
Deadline: 31 May 2017 [202]

American Association for Hand Sur-
gery Vargas international hand therapy 
award
Web id: 191834
Deadline: 1 June 2017 [203]

Emil Capita Foundation auditory 
research grant
Web id: 210072
Deadline: 1 June 2017 [204]

International Mechanical Diagnosis and 
Therapy Research Foundation program 
grants
Web id: 201510
Deadline: 1 June 2017 [205]

International Society for Heart and Lung 
Transplantation international travelling 
scholarship
Web id: 210534
Deadline: 1 June 2017 [206]

u s a 
o t h e r

US funding opportunities available to UK 
researchers.

June
 1 ESRC: ADRN Conference, 

event for researchers who use 
administrative data to better 
understand populations and 
societies, Edinburgh http://
rsrch.co/2o0v6fv 

 7 HEPI Annual Conference, Lon-
don http://rsrch.co/2nSCCoW 

14 Praxis Unico Conference, Shef-
field Hallam. Until 16. http://
rsrch.co/2nlV9dz 

29 Centre for Science and Policy 
Annual Conference 2017, Lon-
don http://rsrch.co/2k0Hozq

 • HEPI Debate at the Festival of 
Higher Education, University of 
Buckingham. Until 28 http://
rsrch.co/2qb6e4r 

July
 4 HEA Annual Conference 2017 

Generation TEF: Teaching in the 
spotlight, Manchester. Until 6. 
http://rsrch.co/29YRZH2

September
 7 WBF: Supporting innovation 

in UK industry - priorities for 
investment, the commercialisa-
tion of research and UK compet-
itiveness post-Brexit http://
rsrch.co/2nlTBUz 

11 Vitae Researcher Development 
International Conference 2017, 
Birmingham. Until 12. http://
rsrch.co/2l1pOxQ 

12 WSPF: The future for the 
Midlands Engine, Birmingham 
http://rsrch.co/2nXFXWW 

October
 9 WHEF: Next steps for postgradu-

ate taught education - funding, 
teaching quality and student 
experience http://rsrch.
co/2pt4iWb 

10 UUK: The Higher Education and 
Research Act (2017): What it 
means for your institution, Lon-
don http://rsrch.co/2qdx3DB 

17 WHEF: The future for interna-
tional research partnerships, 
responding to Brexit, the 
Newton Fund and new relation-
ships, London http://rsrch.
co/2pbnExp 

18 WHEF: Technology in Higher 
Education - data analytics, the 
learning experience and next 
steps for MOOCs http://rsrch.
co/2oDY7hw 

26 HEFCE annual meeting http://
rsrch.co/2ng4yX0 

November 
14 WHEF: Next steps for developing 

the 2021 Research Excellence 
Framework, London http://
rsrch.co/2n8thbr

21 WHEF: Next steps for inter-
national student recruitment 
in higher education, London 
http://rsrch.co/2oPygi4 

Crick spinout earns $100m 
funding deal
GammaDelta Therapeutics, a company built on the research 
from scientists at the Francis Crick Institute and King’s College 
London, has secured a $100-million (£77m) collaboration 
with pharmaceutical giant Takeda to form a new company. The 
company was formed in August 2016 to translate work carried 
out by Adrian Hayday and Oliver Nussbaumer on human 
gamma delta T-cells into clinical products. The collaboration 
between the two companies will develop a platform for novel 
immunotherapies aimed at treating a range of cancers, 
including solid tumours, and autoinflammatory diseases.

UKERC seeks team to deliver £1.5m energy fund 
The UK Energy Research Centre has advertised for 
engagement and communications staff to lead on the delivery 
of a £1.5-million networking fund set up to encourage 
collaboration between energy researchers. The research 
centre is looking for an engagement officer, communications 
officer and office administrator. The deadlines for 
applications are 12, 30 and 31 May respectively. UKERC was 
chosen to deliver the £1.5m of programme funding by the 
Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council in April. 

Historical archive of medical images goes online 
The higher education ICT organisation Jisc and the Wellcome 
Library have set up a £1-million project that will give 
researchers access to a free online archive of 19th-century 
medical texts. The UK Medical Heritage Library has digitised 
more than 15 million pages of text and images encompassing 
consumer health, sport and fitness, diet and nutrition, as 
well as historic medical practices such as phrenology and 
hydrotherapy. Wellcome has contributed its entire 19th-
century collection to the resource.

China tops international research scholar awards 
China is the country with the most winners in the first cohort 
of International Research Scholars chosen by a group of 
global philanthropic funders, including the Wellcome Trust. 
Seven researchers in China are among 41 recipients of awards 
from a $26-million (£20m) fund set up by the Wellcome Trust, 
the US-based Howard Hughes Medical Institute, the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation and the social-science funder the 
Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation. 

AMRC makes case for mental health research
Funding of mental health research by charities has stimulated 
£17 million of further investment from the other sources, 
according to the Association of Medical Research Charities. 
On 7 May, the AMRC published its Spotlight on Mental Health 
Research report, which outlines the research its member 
organisations are carrying out on mental health. It says 
that many medical research charities identify mental health 
research as a priority, even those whose main focus is not 
in this area. Of the AMRC’s members, 38 medical research 
charities fund some related research, despite only four of 
them having mental health as their primary activity.
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Brexit ‘will weaken European research’
European research and innovation will suffer when 
the UK leaves the European Union, representatives of 
research organisations have warned.

The UK “has been a force for good” for European 
research, and “there is no question that the loss of a UK 
voice in Europe will weaken like-minded countries such 
as Denmark, Ireland and Holland” in shaping future 
research and innovation, Mark Ferguson, director-
general of Ireland’s national research funder Science 
Foundation Ireland, said on 8 May. 

Speaking at an event in London on the impact of 
Brexit for research, organised by the researcher associa-
tion EuroScience, Ferguson said that the UK has “fought 
strongly” for the principle that EU funding for basic 
research, for example through the European Research 
Council, should be allocated on the basis of scientific 
excellence. Other countries that support this principle 
“are going to have to step up” because of Brexit, he said. 

Once the UK leaves the EU, it will no longer have a 
direct influence on the design of the EU research and 
innovation Framework programmes, agreed Dan Andrée, 
an adviser on research and innovation to the Swedish 
government. This could have “severe consequences” 
for the next Framework programme, which might make 

it less attractive to researchers in Sweden and the UK, 
he said. “We [Sweden and the UK] both promote excel-
lence and openness, and it’s not that we disagree with 
the French or Germans, it’s just that our research pro-
grammes are similar,” Andrée said. 

The UK government has said that it wants to continue 
collaborating with the rest of Europe on research, but 
has not clarified whether it will seek full participation 
in the Framework programmes through an association 
agreement. 

Rolf Tarrach, president of the European University 
Association, said that he thinks the budget for the next 
Framework programme could be reduced if the nature of 
the UK’s participation is not settled soon. “It will be very 
hard for politicians in Brussels to set up Framework 9 
without a clear picture of whether the UK will reach an 
agreement [on its participation],” he said. 

The amount of Framework programme funding won 
by researchers based in other European countries might 
increase if UK participation drops, even if the budget is 
cut, Tarrach said. But there would be an overall drop in 
the quality of the research funded, he added. 

by Craig Nicholson cnnews@ResearchResearch.com

e u r o p e

ICT skills gap not as wide as 
expected, report finds
A prediction of the future ICT 
skills gap in Europe, which has 

fed into European Union policies, has overstated the 
extent of the problem. A report by Empirica, a German 
consultancy, slashed its estimate of the shortage of ICT 
specialists in the bloc by 2020 to 500,000. This is about 
a 40 per cent reduction compared with the company’s 
2011 estimate, which said that 825,000 additional spe-
cialists would be needed.

Quantum flagship opens for proposals 
The European Union’s FET Flagship on Quantum 
Technologies, a high-budget project aiming to put 
Europe at the forefront of the field, has issued its first 
call. The flagship will begin in 2019 and will be partly 
funded by the Horizon 2020 Future and Emerging 
Technologies programme, with a total budget of about 
€1 billion (£850 million) over 10 years. The European 
Commission issued its first call, a €500,000 Coordination 
and Support Action, to involve participants from quan-
tum research and industry in communication events.

Belgian university tops innovation ranking
The University of Leuven has been named the most inno-
vative university in Europe for the second year running 
in a ranking compiled by Reuters. KU Leuven, which 

was established in 1425 in the Dutch-speaking region 
of Flanders, won the top spot by producing a high num-
ber of inventions, with its researchers submitting more 
patents than any other university in Europe. Moreover, 
researchers elsewhere frequently cite KU Leuven inven-
tions in their patent applications, Reuters said.

Commission: ‘digitisation push needs work’
The European Union must do more to develop Europe’s 
data economy, regulate online platforms and tackle 
cybersecurity challenges, the European Commission 
has said. Andrus Ansip, Commission vice-president for 
the Digital Single Market, identified four areas where 
the EU must take further steps: updating the rules for 
non-personal data protection, building cybersecurity 
infrastructure, developing high-performance computers 
and training a digitally skilled workforce.

Cybersecurity measures ‘too fragmented’
The organisations and processes in place to protect 
Europe from cyberattacks must be coordinated and 
strengthened, the European Political Strategy Centre, 
a European Commission think tank, has said. Four dif-
ferent kinds of organisations have roles in Europe’s 
cybersecurity, but various institutional, technical and 
legal obstacles prevent them from interacting effective-
ly. This has resulted in a need to improve cooperation 
between member states, the think tank said.

e u r o p e 
i n  b r i e f

Research Fortnight’s 500th issue



Research Fortnight, 17 May 201720 view

v i e w  f r o m  t h e  t o p  

Twittering times
‘Temper your pessimism’ 
“Ignorance,” wrote Charles Darwin, “more frequently 
begets confidence than does knowledge.”

Darwin’s claim might well apply today. Researchers 
feel pessimistic about the rise of populism and an associ-
ated devaluing of experts and evidence.

Added to some recent political changes—and the 
relentless and frequently ill-informed commentary on 
social media—and many would conclude that this is a 
bad time to embark on a career in fundamental research. 

Advances in the communication of knowledge and 
discovery have had huge benefits. We have rapid access 
to vast amounts of information, continuous connectivity 
and the global exchange of ideas and people. 

But such advances also highlight the need to adapt 
and reconsider how we communicate research and dis-
covery, and how to strengthen public trust in research 
and experts. This is a challenge, given the complexity of 
many discoveries, the long-term nature of much research 
and the media’s tendency to hype findings. It can be hard 
to convey your messages in 140 characters on Twitter.

What hasn’t changed is that discovery still depends 
on the weight of evidence, which is continually tested 
and re-tested. Good science is based on trying to prove 
an idea wrong. This runs counter to much of what we do 
in everyday life. In politics, U-turns are considered an 
embarrassment. In research, they ought to be a virtue: 
our position changes as the evidence shifts and grows.

Researchers need to consider how to communicate 
such complexities without hype or false promises. If we do 
not, we shouldn’t be surprised if the public gets annoyed 
when, for example, a healthy food is deemed unhealthy, 
or when diesel vehicles that were once encouraged for 
their efficiency are taxed for their pollutants.

Another problem is that evidence is open to inter-
pretation and misinterpretation. Research thrives on 

differences of opinion. But it also rec-
ognises when a question is effectively 
settled. The media does not always do 
the same. We are still living with the 
consequences of the reporting on the 
purported link between the MMR vac-
cine and autism.  

Denial of the existence of climate 
change, let alone its causes, is anoth-
er case in point. The views of a small 
minority can be used to warp opinion or, 

worse, policy. Researchers can’t be expected to police 
social media. There’s little accountability or opportunity 
to rebut bogus claims, and nothing like the scrutiny that 
bears down on research findings. 

Researchers should, however, take responsibility for 
communicating their findings and their implications to 
the wider public, including, of course, politicians and 
policymakers. They should admit it when they get things 
wrong or where there are legitimate differences of opinion. 

We’re increasingly encouraged to listen as well as talk; 
to engage rather than just tell. In some fields, notably 
medicine, patients now have an important voice in the 
direction of research funding. However, it’s still hard to 
imagine how non-experts could meaningfully influence 
fields such as particle physics, genome splicing or the 
history of the Napoleonic wars.

Any pessimism should be tempered by polls that 
consistently show high public trust in science, and by 
society’s clear appetite for knowledge and understand-
ing. I’m also reassured to see the thoughtful public 
responses to findings in my own field of stroke research. 

More remarkably, it was gratifying to see that at a 
recent fundraising event attended largely by people 
from businesses, the highest bid was for a physics lesson 
with a Nobel laureate, topping the bids for football-
related prizes—and this in Manchester, a city famed for 
its sporting as much as its scientific endeavours.

Ridicule and disbelief are nothing new. Darwin expe-
rienced them. The big difference today is the speed and 
spread of such challenges. Researchers have a duty to 
create and to share knowledge. Increasingly, we have a 
duty to defend it too.
Nancy Rothwell is professor of physiology and president 
and vice-chancellor of the University of Manchester. She 
writes in a personal capacity.

‘I see enormous anxiety’
The lifeblood of science is the free flow of ideas. Any bar-
rier to the collaboration of scientists across countries is 
therefore a negative. 

One of the great achievements of the European Union 
has been to bring down these barriers and create the 
largest international research programme in the world. 
This has brought enormous benefits to science right 
across Europe, not least in the UK.

Right now, I see enormous anxiety among scientists 
in the UK, and indeed right across Europe, that Brexit 
will harm this progress. The UK referendum has created 

How should researchers respond to Brexit and Trump? And what might the future look 
like? Guest editor Andre Geim asked for views from both sides of the Atlantic. 
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enormous uncertainties that need to be lifted. 
My heart goes out to the thousands of researchers 

from across Europe who have pursued their scientific 
dreams and built their lives in the UK, and who now find 
themselves facing uncertain futures.

This is why the negotiating guidelines agreed by 
the heads of state of the 27 EU countries make a clear 
distinction, and sequencing, between the withdrawal 
agreement and the future partnership. The first task of 
the negotiators has to be to manage the UK withdrawal 
from the EU in a way that minimises legal uncertainty. 

The EU will put citizens first in these negotiations. EU 
citizens, including researchers and their families, who 
have built their lives on the guarantees derived from EU 
law to reside, study and work on both sides of the chan-
nel must be able to continue their lives as before. 

The second big-ticket item for the first phase of the 
negotiations, the financial settlement, is also particular-
ly important for research. Without such an agreement, 
we will not have legal clarity about ongoing collabora-
tions funded by Horizon 2020. 

Looking to the future, I see the core values of the next 
EU research and innovation programme to be excellence, 
openness and impact. Throughout the 30-year history 
of the Framework programme, the UK has passionately 
supported these values, and it is my fervent hope that it 
will continue to do so. Science, by its nature, creates a 
strong international community. 

Now is the time for this community to come together, 
to be the voice of reason for more openness, to encour-
age more collaboration, and to protect the future of 
science in Europe.
Carlos Moedas is the European commissioner for 
research, science and innovation. 

‘I don’t envy young academics’
Using the Daily Mail’s vocabulary, I’m an unrepentant  
remoaner and saboteur. We’re on a trajectory that irre-
versibly weakens Europe, and may break up the UK. Even 
if a Brexit deal is negotiated, it’s likely to leave many 
Brexiteers dissatisfied, and consequently be perceived 
by a UK majority as worse than the status quo. 

For me, the science-linked arguments against Brexit 
are trumped by the broader concerns that it will jeop-
ardise Europe’s ability to act as a counterweight to 
balance the United States, Russia and China. But sci-
entists, of course, have special professional concerns 
about Brexit. They are highly mobile. Many have chosen 
to make their lives here, in the expectation that their 
family and contacts will enjoy the benefits of free move-
ment. Chancellor Philip Hammond has assured bankers 
of post-Brexit concessions, but no comfort has been 
offered to other industries.

Under the coalition government, there were clear 
tensions between Vince Cable and David Willetts in the 

business department, who were mindful of the need for 
an international flow of talent, and the Home Office, 
where the priority was to cut net immigration. This 
ambiguity generated the perception that the UK was no 
longer welcoming. Since moving from the Home Office 
to 10 Downing Street, Theresa May’s hewing to a hard 
line on immigration has done nothing to change this.

My Cambridge college has a strong cohort of EU stu-
dents, many from Hungary, Poland and other nations 
with a strong academic tradition. They see themselves 
as Europeans with a shared culture. They hope our con-
tinent can be a progressive force in a turbulent and 
multipolar world, where we face challenges that can’t be 
tackled on a national level. We’re surely right to welcome 
these people, in their own interests and those of Europe.

Some Brexiteers argue that we should be focusing our 
efforts on the world beyond Europe. But EU membership 
has strengthened our global links. An ambitious young 
person from Asia will be less attracted to the UK if we are 
no longer part of an integrated European community.

There is, at least, a consensus on one thing: the 
imperative to sustain and strengthen UK science and 
technology. “If we don’t get smarter we’ll get poorer” is 
a mantra to which all factions would subscribe. 

And yet even without Brexit, we would have reason to 
be anxious about UK research. Traditionally, universi-
ties have enabled staff to pursue research topics of their 
own choosing in return for teaching. This compact has 
manifestly paid off in the leading US and UK universi-
ties. But it’s at risk.

I don’t envy the lives and prospects of young academ-
ics. There’s reason to worry not only about attracting 
foreign expertise, but about whether research offers an 
attractive career to the next generation of UK talent. 

Academia must attract not just nerds like myself, but a 
proportion of ambitious young people with versatile tal-
ent—those who aspire to achieve individual success in 
their early 30s. The demography of academia is unfavoura-
ble to the rapid promotion of young talent, but it’s the ever 
more pervasive audit culture that’s the real disincentive. 
The best value for money is achieved by enabling commit-
ted and talented individuals to back their own judgement. 

That’s why the UK is scoring a further own goal by 
enacting a higher education and research bill that aggra-
vates the audit culture and demands 
a needlessly drastic reorganisation of 
research. These changes are a distraction 
at a time when the civil service is over-
stretched by Brexit, and when higher 
education is beginning a transformation 
in which the importance of mature stu-
dents, part-time courses and distance 
learning will surely grow.
Martin Rees is the astronomer royal and 
a former president of the Royal Society.
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‘I hope Trump is an aberration’
The results of the 2016 presidential election in the 
United States came as a shock for many Americans. 
Donald Trump lost the popular vote, and the electoral 
process was contaminated by Russian meddling and by 
questionable actions from the FBI. Nevertheless, the 
importance of stable institutions is widely recognised, 
and according to the rules of the electoral college, Trump 
won. So, he is now our president. 

According to polls, scientists overwhelmingly opposed 
Trump. His approach to problems and his rhetoric seem 
quite alien to most scientists. They are rooted in gut feel-
ings, theatrics and bluster, not rational assessment of 
facts. A revealing example that fuelled his rise to political 
prominence was his aggressive promotion over several 
years of the discredited birther conspiracy theory that 
former president Barack Obama was not born in the US.

That example was an ugly farce, but it will leave lit-
tle residue. Unfortunately, we can recognise the same 
approach in more substantial issues, where the conse-
quences could be tragic. 

Trump wrote on Twitter, “The concept of global warm-
ing was created by and for the Chinese in order to make 
US manufacturing non-competitive.” He has proposed 
slashing funding for climate science, and given key gov-
ernment positions to men who pooh-pooh that science. 

Hostility to immigrants, and foreigners in general, 
was perhaps the most consistent theme of Trump’s cam-
paign. Among his first acts as president was a travel ban 
on seven Muslim nations and all refugees. That order 
was met by widespread protests, and was struck down by 
several courts. Nevertheless, it has had a chilling effect 
on science, an international community that thrives on 
the free exchange of ideas and personnel. 

The ability to attract gifted foreigners has greatly 
strengthened US science. Now, international students 
and postdocs understandably feel threatened, and inter-
national recruitment at many universities has soured. 

Motivated by the desire to shrink government and 
make room for tax cuts, the Trump administration 
has proposed drastic cuts to the National Institutes 
of Health, among others. Congress has, so far at least, 
been unwilling to enact such cuts. At best, however, 
uncertainty makes planning difficult, especially for pro-

spective young scientists.
American science assumed global leader-

ship in the 1930s, in no small part because 
the country welcomed refugee scientists 
from a troubled Europe, and from India 
and China. Ironically, we might soon see 
that leadership pass elsewhere, as the flow, 
now leaving troubled America, reverses. 
Unfortunately, the potential successor 
nations have their own troubles.

If government support of science erodes, 

businesses and individuals could take up some of the 
slack. At best, however, this will mean different priori-
ties, less driven by scientists and by peer review, and 
with greater emphasis on short-term, “useful” goals. 

I hope and believe that the election of Trump was an 
aberration. In the long run, as the physicist Richard 
Feynman said, “Reality must take precedence over pub-
lic relations, for nature cannot be fooled.” 

In the meantime, it is more important than ever that 
scientists stay true to honesty, transparency, and empir-
ical truth. “Post-empirical science” in the age of Trump 
is not a good look. The world is depending on us.
Frank Wilczek is professor of physics at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, and winner of the 2004 Nobel 
prize for physics. 

‘EU regulation is burdensome’
Britain’s vote to leave the European Union was unpopu-
lar with most scientists. They worried that the UK would 
lose access to funding programmes and collaborations,  
and that European talent might stop coming to Britain. 

In vain did people like me argue that 16 non-EU 
nations already participate in Horizon 2020 and that sci-
ence is a global rather than a regional activity.

But now that Brexit is happening, more scientists are 
starting to consider the potential opportunities. Writing 
in the Financial Times last year, John Bell, Regius profes-
sor of medicine at the University of Oxford, contrasted 
Britain’s relatively liberal regulatory environment with 
the EU’s “record of deep regulatory conservatism”. 

Michael Rawlins, head of the Medicines and Healthcare 
Products Regulatory Agency, told the House of Lords 
Science and Technology Committee that we might do 
some things better outside the EU: “For example, clinical 
trials in some respects are still overregulated.” 

Speaking at an event in November 2016 organised 
by the Foundation for Science and Technology, Louise 
Richardson, vice-chancellor of the University of Oxford, 
said: “If the UK could adopt a lighter-touch, risk-based 
and speedy regulatory environment—as distinct from 
the heavy hand of Brussels—it could find a real com-
petitive advantage.” Royal Society president Venki 
Ramakrishnan told the same meeting, “The UK poten-
tially has great advantages in being able to develop its 
own regulatory position in new areas where ethics, lia-
bility and technology intersect.”

It is in the application and commercialisation of 
breakthroughs that the UK stands to benefit most from 
Brexit. European regulation of research and innovation is 
cautious and burdensome. 

On reproductive technologies, for example, Britain 
has generally taken a more libertarian approach than its 
continental neighbours. The first test-tube baby Louise 
Brown, Dolly the sheep and mitochondrial replacement 
therapy were all born in Britain. 
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That said, Brussels has never held back such tech-
nologies in the UK. Genetically modified organisms are 
a different matter. GM mosquitoes developed in the UK 
are being released in Brazil to combat dengue and zika. 
Oxitec, the company that developed them, said that 
it had not sought permission to release GM diamond-
back moths in the UK because of what Nature has called 
Europe’s regulatory paralysis.

The newer technique of gene editing shows huge 
promise for medicine and conservation. The United 
States has ruled that it does not need to be treated 
as genetic modification because it involves the intro-
duction of no new DNA. The EU has, incredibly, asked 
member states to avoid making a decision for two years.

Unlike the US, the EU has a hazard-based approach 
to regulation: it measures toxicity without considering 
exposure and ignores the risks of not innovating. This 
is why it is in Europe that environmental activists are 
trying to get glyphosate herbicide banned, even though 
dose for dose it is no more carcinogenic than coffee.

Britain has more top universities than any other 
European country and more Nobel prizes per head than 
any country except Sweden. It is connected to the world 
by culture, history and the English language. 

In the coming decades it will be collaborations and 
exchanges of talent with Asia, the Americas and Africa 
as much as Europe that determine Britain’s opportuni-
ties in science. If we get this right, nowhere has such a 
good chance of leading in science as the UK. 
Matt Ridley is a newspaper columnist, science writer and 
member of the House of Lords.

Research Fortnight 600
This week’s Research Fortnight [24/11/2021] reports 
on two curiously parallel demonstrations in London and 
Cambridge. In the capital, a crowd of left-wing activists 
celebrated the closure of UBS’s London operation, as the 
bank moved 90 per cent of its London staff to its new EU 
headquarters in Frankfurt. 

Of the chants, “We’ll be better off without you” ranks 
among the more printable. A photo of a home-made 
placard reading “Don’t forget to flush your cocaine down 
the toilet before going through airport security” was 
retweeted more than 1,000 times.

At the same time in Cambridge, the campaign group 
Had Enough of Experts held a public meeting and rally. 
The message to the academics that have left the univer-
sity and the companies that have left the region was the 
same as that directed at bankers: if you don’t want to 
stay, we didn’t want you anyway. Speakers attacked aca-
demics as a rootless elite, loyal only to whoever pays their 
grants. “Citizens of nowhere go home,” read one sign.  

Whatever else you might say about the past five years, 
it has been a golden age for the home-made placard.

Ministers are reportedly surprised that many of the 

researchers leaving are from outside the EU. In response, 
you could point to the hostility towards immigrants 
visible in the media and historic levels of hate crime. 
Quasi-terrorist initiatives such as the Facebook group 
formed to encourage violence against the 20 academics 
named as enemies of the people by Breitbart UK have not 
led to any actual attacks. Even so, foreign-born experts 
find themselves at the intersection of public antipathies. 

You could also, of course, point to the UK’s April 2019 
ejection from European research funding and networks, 
and the government’s failure to keep its pledge to match 
EU research funding post-Brexit. 

Had Enough of Expert’s position, though, is not so 
much an accusation as a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

Those UK universities with the reputation and 
resources to do so have responded to Brexit by adopt-
ing the banks’ playbook, off-shoring their activities and 
chasing the most favourable regulatory regimes.

Malia Obama turning down, reputedly on paren-
tal advice, a Rhodes scholarship to Oxford in favour of 
a year in Berlin exemplifies universities’ problems in 
recruiting international students. It’s no use having a 
cash cow if it thinks your milking parlour is uncool. And 
a Teaching Excellence Framework-enabled fees hike and 
the sale of the student loan book to Wonga have chilled 
domestic enrolment.

Universities, therefore, have decided that if the talent 
won’t come to them, they must go to the talent. Many of 
the academics leaving Cambridge the city will remain 
with Cambridge the university at its new Helsinki site. 
Seven others have already announced EU campuses. 
Edinburgh is taking no chances: by setting up shop in 
Graz, it will maintain a European beachhead even in the 
unlikely event of Scotland remaining part of the UK.

The government can congratulate itself that the 
combination of Brexit and the 2017 higher education 
bill has prompted our universities to become truly 
globalised. Those that can are moving to more hospita-
ble climes, those that can’t are going out of business. 
Either way, we’re all left behind now—not, perhaps the 
vision of national unity that Theresa May had in mind.

Still, one must look for good news, and opening up 
the market to private providers has attracted one high-
profile new entrant. After buying up the 
premises of two defunct institutions in a 
“fantastic, really very good” deal, the UK 
branches of the reborn Trump University 
have recently welcomed their first stu-
dents. Perhaps, to quote the president’s 
tweet, “Trump U can make Britain great 
again”.
John Whitfield is Research Fortnight’s com-
ment and analysis editor.
Something to add? Email comment@
ResearchResearch.com
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exPensive bill George Osborne and Andre Geim first met 
in 2011 after the former chancellor received a phone call 
from Manchester City Council’s chief executive. Howard 
Bernstein informed Osborne that the Nobellists were 
being offered large sums to relocate to Asia. That, so 
the story goes, resulted in Osborne agreeing £50 million 
for the National Graphene Institute in Manchester. Our 
guest editor’s recollection, however, is different. “Utter 
nonsense,” he says. “At that time I did not consider 
moving anywhere, nor did Kostya Novoselov. It is illumi-
nating to learn about this negotiation a few years later.”

curtice, the all knowing The omnipresence of polling 
guru John Curtice on the BBC has not gone unnoticed. 
A Twitter account @JohnCurticeOnTV has been set up 
with the single purpose of reporting every time Curtice, 
a political scientist at the University of Strathclyde, 
appears on the news. The account has attracted 3,200 
followers since Theresa May’s snap election call. Ten 
appearances, duly accompanied by a screenshot of 
Curtice, “the legendary professor”, have been reported 
so far. Research managers will no doubt be delighted: 
one fewer impact story to worry about.

brexit wake Hundreds of thousands of words have been 
committed to describing the emotions, often contradic-

tory, that Brexit has generated in the UK and the rest of 
the European Union. And, yet here we are, almost a year 
after the 23 June 2016 referendum result, and there is 
no let up. Speaking at a London event, Aidan Gillian, 
chief executive of the science diplomacy agency SciCom, 
said Brexit felt “like a distant family member has died 
and you don’t know if you’re going to go to the funeral”. 

euro visions Sighs of relief greeted the UK’s respect-
able 15th position in last week’s Eurovision finals, with 
media reports gushing at ‘No Brexit backlash’. But a 
closer examination of voting patterns does indicate a 
possible Brexit effect. For the first time in many years, 
Ireland awarded the UK the grand total of “nil points”; 
whereas Australia gave the maximum of 12. Goodbye 
Europe, hello Commonwealth? 

royal duty The mathematician Michael Atiyah is well used 
to royal duties having been Royal Society president from 
1990 to 1995. But last week he inadvertently found him-
self at the centre of the Duke of Edinburgh’s retirement 
splash. Shortly after Prince Philip announced he would be 
stepping back from public duties, he was spotted chatting 
to Atiyah at a public event. “I’m sorry to hear that you’re 
standing down,” Atiyah told the duke. “Well, I can’t stand 
up for much longer,” Philip shot back.
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