
Late developer
How the UK and India can make it together

India’s researchers have arguably never been more sought after for inter-
national collaborations. For some years, France, Germany and the United 
States led the way. Somewhat belatedly, the UK responded in 2008 by 
setting up a branch of Research Councils UK in Delhi, today led by Nafees 
Meah, seconded from his job as head of science at the Department of 
Energy and Climate Change. Now there is a joint UK-India £100-million 
Newton-Bhabha fund. 

Staff from RCUK boast that the UK has overtaken Germany and is now 
second to the US in research collaborations. This is despite only setting up 
shop in Delhi seven years ago. The Indo-French Centre for the Promotion of 
Advanced Research, by contrast, has been in India for nearly three decades.

Such hypercompetitive talk—remember that the fund was originally 
named the Emerging Powers Research Fund—says something about the 
intent. Researchers from both nations stand to benefit, but in reality 
this is a competition between nations, with a slice of India’s expanding 
economy as the prize.

In some respects, as our senior correspondent Adam Smith reports in a 
supplement to this issue, the UK’s timing couldn’t be better. Prime minis-
ter Narendra Modi’s centre-right government led by the Bharatiya Janata 
Party is on a mission to expand India’s innovative capacity. In the mar-
ketplace for international collaborators, India is at its centre.

Potential UK partners will find research excellence everywhere. The older 
space and nuclear programmes have a distinguished record, while newer 
automotive, ICT and pharmaceutical work is world leading. International 
firms, in particular, are queuing to create research centres. Between 2003 
and 2009, their numbers in India multiplied from 100 to 750.

But lingering questions remain. In contrast to China, India spends a 
lowly 1 per cent of its national income on R&D, although about two-thirds 
of this is from public funding. One consequence of such underinvest-
ment, as any visitor quickly discovers, is that universities are not at the 
heart of the research system and there are no plans to make them so. 

The nation may be home to 468 publicly funded universities and many 
private ones, but much of the top research goes on in the famed institutes 
for science and technology or IITs. Successive governments have decided 
that universities are for teaching and IITs are for research. They seem to 
have forgotten that research needs a PhD supply line, which neither uni-
versities nor IITs are taking care of at scale.

Working with colleagues in India to recognise and then build a base of 
early-career researchers is perhaps where the UK’s contribution could be 
focused in the form of joint ventures, or university branch campuses. At 
a smaller level it could take the form of more split PhDs, doctoral training 
centres and more researcher exchanges. 

The UK’s researchers and policymakers will benefit from working in 
a different culture. Tackling problems they may not otherwise see is 
invaluable experience. Both nations have committed to expanding their 
economies’ knowledge base. Ultimately they both need as many highly 
skilled, critical thinkers as they can get. 
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“Where we can really play a role is in 
doing more of the total education value 
chain”. 
Comments by the head of international edu-
cation at Pearson, Tamara Minick-Scokalo, 
reveal the company’s ambitions to dominate 
the industry—albeit in management speak. 
Fortune magazine, 1/2/15.

“Some PhDs and postdocs can be so  
exasperated by a PI’s attitude that they 
quit their position, leaving behind years 
of wasted research time. “ 
An anonymous PhD researcher calls for a 
change in research culture and urges labo-
ratory leaders to improve their social and 
communication skills. The Guardian Higher 
Education Network, 6/2/15.

“A ban would push research underground 
and towards private funding, where risky 
experiments may proceed ungoverned.”  
Jane Long, a former associate director of the 
Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory in 
the United States, and colleagues call for 
small-scale research on geoengineering to 
begin—even if international governance 
arrangements have not yet been put in place. 
Nature, 4/2/15.

“While it is correct that scientists should 
sit on tap and not on top, to quote Winston 
Churchill, there is no point in sitting on 
the tap when the tap is closed from the 
policy side.”  
Anne Glover, who finished her term as the 
first chief scientific adviser to the president 
of the European Commission at the end of 
October, vents her frustration in a number of 
media outlets about the CSA role not being 
renewed by new president Jean-Claude 
Juncker. The Guardian Political Science 
blog, 5/2/15.

“We don’t live in a level playing field.”
The Royal Society’s newly appointed  
professor for public engagement in science 
at the University of Manchester, Brian Cox, 
says he believes in the “redistribution of 
opportunity”. However, he is not sure wheth-
er he would abolish private schools as he 
is also a “supporter of excellence”. London 
Evening Standard, 3/1/15.
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“I believe that is 
fundamentally wrong.”
The Conservative shadow science min-
ister Robert Key criticises the Labour 
government’s plans for the Cabinet to 
decide ‘grand challenges’ that scientists 
must tackle.

Research Fortnight, 9 February 2005


