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The cash-sTrapped royal InsTITuTIon has decided to 
go it alone by spurning an offer of help from the Royal 
Society, Research Fortnight has learned. 

The science communication charity, based in a 
Grade I-listed building at 21 Albemarle Street in 
London’s Mayfair, drew criticism last year for planning 
to sell some—or all—of its £60-million building to deal 
with multimillion-pound debts. 

The Royal Society put a rescue plan to the RI’s trus-
tees and chief executive at the end of last year, which 
would have involved the RI being absorbed by the 
society and the organisations raising funds together 
for a fresh approach to public engagement. One of the 
conditions set by the Royal Society was that the RI 
should give up its royal charter, a document issued 
214 years ago this week that underpins the institu-
tion’s status as an independent legal entity. 

However, in a statement sent to Research Fortnight, 
the RI said the offer was “not in the best interests of 
the organisation”. The bid was rejected by the RI’s 
trustees late last year without the organisation’s 3,000 
members being consulted. This angers Harry Kroto, 
a Nobel laureate in chemistry, who established the 
grass-roots campaign group Save 21 Albemarle Street. 
“If there isn’t a formal obligation for the RI to consult 
members, there’s certainly a moral one,” he says.

The failed bid was drawn up by high-profile scien-
tists including embryologist and Labour peer Robert 
Winston, Oxford neurobiologist Colin Blakemore, 
Manchester physicist and TV presenter Brian Cox, 
Surrey physicist and broadcaster Jim Al-Khalili and 
Royal Society president Paul Nurse. The RI formed this 
group, known as the Future Direction Committee, last 
summer after admitting that it needed a better long-
term financial plan. 

Talks about a merger of the two bodies have bro-
ken down in the past. Insiders say Nurse has been 
“very interested” in taking over the RI throughout 
his presidency. He first led discussions about a take-
over in 2011 and 2012, but the risks were too great 
for the society to take on at that point. The Royal 
Society’s council is said to be very risk-averse due to, 

among other things, spending more than expected 
on purchasing Chicheley Hall in Buckinghamshire 
in 2009. 

The RI declined our request for an interview with 
chief executive Chris Rofe or Richard Sykes, chair-
man of its trustees, and has not revealed any future 
financial plans. Members of the royal family have 
shown an interest in helping the institution, with one 
source reporting that the Queen, the body’s patron, is 
concerned. Although the RI received an anonymous 
£4.4m donation last year, which enabled it to pay off 
a £3m loan it had taken out with HSBC to cover run-
ning costs, debts remain. A second loan of £2m, from 
its corporate member Hiscox, is due for repayment by 
June 2015. 

Accounts filed with the Charity Commission last 
year warn that the RI will be unable to pay off its 
Hiscox loan without an increase in income. “The RI 
remains able to realise capital through the sale of 
assets,” the filing said. 

Imran Khan, chief executive of the British Science 
Association, believes the RI is on the road to recovery. 
But its financial problems have landed it with “both an 
operational and reputational hit”, he adds. “The ques-
tion on everybody’s mind will be whether the mistakes 
of recent years will continue to drag them down.”

Tom Wakeford, a senior research fellow at the 
University of Edinburgh who works in science com-
munication, suggests that the RI should consider 
working with the BSA in the future, adding that it has 
a real opportunity to move science communication 
away from a “19th-century vision of a person talk-
ing at a lecture hall about exploding 
custard”. Khan says he is “very 
open” to working with the RI or 
delineating what the two organisa-
tions are responsible for. “The last 
thing either of us need is to end up 
in competition with each other,” 
Khan says.

by Adam Smith asnews@ResearchResearch.com

From Big Data to budget cuts, we 
look to the year ahead – p4,5
Defra CSA Evidence shake-up – p6

Climate diplomacy Scientists must stand 
up for reality-based politics – p24

Royal Institution snubs 
Nurse’s rescue plan
Royal Society bid thwarted amid talk of Queen’s concern

Every new opportunity 
for research funding 
from every sponsor in 
the UK, EU, US & beyond

Every discipline

Every fortnight

Issue No. 426  


