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The nexT UK governmenT should double public fund-
ing for R&D from 0.5 to 1 per cent of GDP to retain the 
best researchers and compete with research-intensive 
countries, according to the UK’s national academies.

A statement by the Academy of Medical Sciences, the 
British Academy, the Royal Academy of Engineering 
and the Royal Society, published on 10 February, warns 
that a sustained drop in R&D funding in real terms will 
lead to an exodus similar to that seen in the 1980s. 
“High-quality researchers are looking elsewhere,” said 
Alex Halliday, the vice-president of the Royal Society, 
in a briefing with journalists. “There is not enough 
money in the system to support them.”

“We can’t go on like that,” added Ann Dowling, 
the president of the Royal Academy of Engineering. 
In their statement, the academies argue that funding 
for research and innovation is necessary for economic 
growth. They add that investment levels need to be 
raised to keep up with those of other research-inten-
sive countries, noting that the UK spends a smaller 
proportion of its GDP on R&D than countries including 
Austria, Slovenia, South Korea and the United States. 

Last autumn, a report by the House of Commons 
Business, Innovation and Skills Committee recom-
mended that 3 per cent of GDP be spent on R&D. 
And earlier in 2014, a report commissioned by the 
Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) 
recommended 2.9 per cent. Investment stands at 
1.7 per cent, with public funding accounting for just 
0.5 per cent. No specific funding level is set out in the 
statement, but at the briefing the academies’ repre-
sentatives said it should double to 1 per cent. “We need 
to go from ring-fencing to an expansion,” said Halliday.

A Liberal Democrat policy is that investment should 
be raised to 3 per cent over inflation, but neither the 
Conservatives nor Labour have set a level.

The academies’ statement also calls on the govern-
ment to make it easier for scientists and students to 
migrate to the UK, and to promote government science 
advice in regional, national and international arenas.

It is not clear who in Whitehall will help the acad-
emies to build their case for the incoming government, 

with John O’Reilly having recently departed the post of 
director-general for knowledge and innovation at BIS. 
Nicholas Stern, the president of the British Academy, 
said the call was made to the incoming government, 
not civil servants. However, Ric Parker, the director 
of research and technology at Rolls-Royce, said that 
the government’s chief scientific adviser Mark Walport 
should be the first point of contact in government.

Speaking to Research Fortnight, Cary Cooper, the 
chairman of the Academy of Social Sciences, said he 
was disappointed that his organisation had not been 
allowed to provide input to the statement. Its proposal 
to do so was turned down, Stern says, because it does 
not have a fellowship based on excellence. “It is not 
one of the UK’s elite academies,” he says. 

But Cooper insists that the Academy of Social 
Sciences is a national academy even though, unlike 
the others, it does not receive government money. 
“We’re the only national academy that was actu-
ally founded by the learned societies,” he says. 
The academy has a fellowship but also represents 
90,000 members and 47 learned societies, including 
the British Sociological Association and the Royal 
Statistical Society, he argues.

“It’d be a stronger voice if all the academies spoke 
together to government,” adds Mike Danson, an econ-
omist and treasurer to the Academy of Social Sciences. 

About half the fellows elected to the British Academy 
annually come from the social sciences, and the rest 
from the humanities. The two bodies work together 
on some projects, but the Academy of Social Sciences 
says they have long struggled with 
overlapping missions. The Academy 
of Social Sciences did not win sup-
port from the British Academy and 
the other national academies when 
it formed, unlike the Academy of 
Medical Sciences, which rapidly 
became recognised as a national 
academy after forming in 1998. 
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