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Managers at three centres owned by the Natural 
Environment Research Council have told their staff 
to prepare for the centres to be made independent, 
Research Fortnight understands. 

Both the National Oceanography Centre and the 
Centre for Ecology and Hydrology have proposed 
becoming independent charitable companies, accord-
ing to staff. The British Geological Survey, however, 
proposes to become government-owned but run by 
a contractor, in a similar arrangement to that at the 
National Physical Laboratory.

NERC says that the final decision on the future of the 
centres is expected to be made at a council meeting 
on 3 and 4 December, and will be announced shortly 
afterwards. The three research centres are among four 
to have been subject to a protracted review since July 
2013, when NERC began to collect views on whether to 
move them “outside the public sector”. 

The final decision has been delayed at least twice, 
and was last scheduled for summer 2014. One source 
says that Duncan Wingham, NERC’s chief executive, 
is considering the views and evidence very carefully 
because of the reputational damage that NERC suf-
fered when it proposed and failed to merge NOC with 
the British Antarctic Survey in 2012.

Helen Snaith, president of the NERC branch of the 
labour union Prospect, says there is a lot of resent-
ment about the motivations for moving the centres. 
“It’s not a wish to be private but a recognition by man-
agement that they don’t believe that the constraints 
imposed by the government on the public sector are 
viable in the future,” she says. “There’s a lot of anger 
among staff that it’s kind of been forced on us.”

The proposal to privatise the centres is driven by 
projections that their NERC funding will drop in the 
future. NERC predicted that between 2008-09 and 
2020-21, funding for the BGS, the CEH and NOC would 
fall by 33 per cent, 27 per cent and 21 per cent respec-
tively. This means that the centres would have to look 
for alternative sources of income, which would be 
hard to do with government restrictions on the types 
of contract they are allowed to take on. 

Nick Owens, a former director of the Plymouth 
Marine Laboratory, which left NERC in 2002 to become 
independent, says that the first major advantage was 
freedom. “We were able to create an organisation fit 
for purpose for the organisation itself, rather than 
have the restrictions set by NERC.” 

However, Owens agrees that one of the trickiest 
aspects is what to do with the staff. When the PML 
became independent, its employees stayed with NERC, 
apart from those who were hired after the change over. 
“Existing people will have rather good civil service 
pensions but the new PML was not able to get any-
where near the same. I can’t imagine it being any 
different [with the other centres].”

Another concern expressed by Owens and Snaith is 
that a move into private ownership could eventually 
result in a model that is too commercially oriented. 
“We would be in a situation where we’d be more com-
mercially driven, and there’d be more pressure on 
staff to chase the money rather than go with where 
we believe the most relevant science is,” Snaith says.

The centres may also lose core funding for long-term 
projects, such as the large-scale surveys conducted 
by the BGS. “There is a need for more adequate geo-
logical mapping, particularly in three dimensions,” 
says Rob Westaway, a researcher working on shale gas 
extraction at the University of Glasgow. “The BGS is in 
a position to provide this and it isn’t something that’s 
suitable for contract work.”

At an evidence session of the House of Commons 
Science and Technology Committee on 10 November, 
the government’s chief scientific 
adviser Mark Walport said the centres 
needed “freedom to deliver the best 
they possibly can for the country, and 
that does involve the potential for 
them to do some commercial work…
My role is to ensure that at the end of 
the review process, the government 
is still getting the advice it needs.”
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