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DaviD Willetts hanDs some papers to his assistant at 
the start of our interview and quips, “In goes the first 
job application.” It’s actually his second, as he says 
he had indicated his interest in the European Union 
commissioner role by telling the prime minister that 
he wouldn’t run for the next parliament. “I thought I 
had a case,” says Willetts, the most senior Conservative 
in the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills 
until last week, and a speaker of French and German. 

Only days into his new life, and with Brussels out of 
the picture, Willetts rules out becoming a vice-chan-
cellor. “It’d be a peculiar shift of roles,” he muses. 
Instead, he will turn his attention to writing about 
the politics of universities and research. “There are 
several books I want to write,” he confirms. To help 
prepare, he’s taking left-wing economist Thomas 
Piketty’s Capital in the Twenty-First Century and politi-
cal theorist Larry Siedentop’s Inventing the Individual 
on holiday to Cape Cod with him next month. 

He says his next book will “not be a blow-by-blow 
memoir” but an account of universities in the UK, 
covering the funding battles as well as their influ-
ence on the early stages of education. He can’t decide 
whether to address research in a chapter or its own 
book. It is clear he’d like not only to take advantage 
of his combined portfolio but also to feed his histo-
rian’s curiosity. His Westminster office has four filing 
cabinets labelled “History of Conservatism”. If he 
does write the science policy book, he promises, it’ll 
include a chapter on the “messy history” of attempts 
to create research institutes after the first world war.

He’s also particularly interested in a role at a uni-
versity-based public policy institute, not least because 
he wants to coax academics into improving how they 
think and talk about policy. They devote pages to 
describing a very sophisticated methodology and 
their findings, he observes, “and then the last two 
paragraphs are throwaway, cavalier and often com-
pletely facile remarks on the policy implications” of 
their research. His solution is that academics should 
apply the same rigour to policy recommendations as 
they do to their research.

Willetts is likely to be a popular choice, at least 
among the elite, who will want his insider knowl-
edge of funding processes and his connections. His 
departure elicited a stream of effusive comments from 
learned societies, universities and charities crediting 
him with erecting the science ring fence in internal 
negotiations with Treasury. His advice for the next 
spending review? To show Treasury the evidence of 
public funds attracting matched funds from industry, 
and to argue that capital funding isn’t enough unless 
it comes with money for running facilities. 

Therein lies perhaps the deepest paradox of 
Willetts’s time as minister: he had to make the case 
for reduced state support for universities, shifting 
the financial burden of tuition on to students while 
simultaneously arguing for—and often winning—pub-
lic funding for researchers. He may have been blocked 
from speaking on university campuses by threats from 
angry students, but he wooed the science elite. 

At the same time, he challenged free-market prin-
ciples by forcing academic publishers to shift their 
business models towards open access. Double dipping 
remains a “pressure point”, he says. His departure, 
combined with the recent sudden death of Ron 
Egginton, BIS’s lead official on open access, is a blow 
to the movement.

He leaves office having persuaded the Treasury of 
the merits of public funding for research and handed 
public subsidies to multinational publishers in the 
form of the Research Councils UK block grant for arti-
cle processing charges. That’s quite a turn for a man 
who began his career advising Margaret Thatcher. 

But Willetts himself admits that 
scientists’ well-argued fight for 
long-term investment has not been 
won—and never will be. “There isn’t 
just some rule that takes an issue out 
of normal political debate and makes 
it long term,” he says. “No govern-
ment can bind its successor.”
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