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e l s e w h e r e
“Shitty reagents generate shitty science. 
They waste money and waste careers.”
Biochemist Aled Edwards, the head of the 
Structural Genomics Consortium that looks 
for potential protein targets for drugs, wel-
comes the creation of a TripAdvisor-style 
website that allows researchers to rate 
chemical tools. Nature, 21/7/15.

“You have a responsibility as a senior 
scientist to help more junior scientists, 
to make them comfortable and reassure 
them that what they’re doing is every bit 
as important—probably more important—
than what senior scientists are doing.”
Space scientist Monica Grady recalls the sup-
port she received during her first conference 
presentation as a trembling PhD student. 
Desert Island Discs, 24/7/15. 

“If any major military power pushes 
ahead with artificial intelligence weapon 
development, a global arms race is virtu-
ally inevitable.”
In an open letter, more than 17,000 robot-
ics experts and researchers, including 
Stephen Hawking, Noam Chomsky and the 
Apple co-founder Steve Wozniak, call for 
a ban on offensive autonomous weapons. 
International Joint Conference on Artificial 
Intelligence, 28/7/15.

“I have written to the environment secre-
tary Liz Truss challenging her to release 
whatever scientific evidence she consid-
ers could possibly justify this decision. 
Public confidence cannot be maintained 
if she refuses.”
The shadow environment minister, Labour’s 
Barry Gardiner, comments on the UK govern-
ment’s decision to temporarily exclude the 
UK from a European Union ban on the con-
troversial pesticides neonicotinoids, which 
are linked to a decline in bee numbers. The 
Guardian, 24/7/15.
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“I would not be the 
least bit surprised if 
we saw a diminution in 
business investment in 
research undertaken with 
universities.”
As universities prepare for the move to 
full economic costs for research grants, 
Mindy Wilson, head of the business 
performance group at the CBI, says that 
large companies may shift their research 
contracts elsewhere if universities raise 
their prices to meet the costs.

Research Fortnight, 3 August 2005

Europhilia
Universities forget their place

Last year, scholars argued with such passion for and against the notion 
that research funding would be secure if Scotland became independent 
that BBC Newsnight producers invited them to debate in front of the 
nation’s cameras. Academics formed groups for and against the union 
and felt free to organise campus meetings and events to argue the toss 
over whether everything from excellent research to high health spending 
could continue if Scotland broke away.

Throughout this contest universities, institutionally, took no position. 
Universities Scotland, the group comprising the principals of the Scottish 
higher education institutions, stayed silent because its membership was 
split. Reading between the lines of what principals did say on the record, 
it is clear that some were going to vote for independence and some were 
going to vote against. The effect of the institutional silence was that staff 
and students felt at ease to have whatever kind of debate on campus 
they wished. Universities proved themselves to be the perfect places for 
informed and pluralistic political discussion.

Vice-chancellors say they want the same quality of debate around 
the coming EU referendum—yet they have decided to take a side. Vice-
chancellors and principals are much more united this time around. Through 
their mission group Universities UK, institutional leaders say they have 
looked at the evidence on research funding, and the mobility of staff and 
students, and feel that Britain should stay in the European Union. 

Even if university leaders decided the evidence was solid enough for 
them to take a public position, the opportunity to play a dispassionate role 
should have come first. They want to provide an arena of free and informed 
debate, but they have contradicted themselves by declaring a view.

You have to wonder how the institutional machinery of universities will 
be put to work. How much admin staff time will be spent on assembling 
numbers and presentations that vice-chancellors will take into meetings 
with ministers and lobbyists? How much airtime will principals get to put 
forward their apparently independent view that the EU is a good thing?

Researchers engaged in the mission of merely informing the debate 
won’t be able to muster the same armies quite so easily. The Economic and 
Social Research Council is funding academics at King’s College London 
to study the public debate and to inform it. But that is a single project. 
Imagine if Universities UK had decided to help with this on a national 
scale. Vice-chancellors and principals could have used their institutional 
credibility to corral academics and communications staff with the aim of 
raising the quality of debate around Britain’s membership of the EU. 

Instead, university leaders have chosen to tell academics that they are 
welcome to do this but are on their own. Pro-EU politicians are over the 
moon, while the antis are honing their arguments. 

The shadow business secretary, Labour’s Chuka Umunna, who has a 
prominent role in the campaign, has thanked universities for offering 
their credible voices to the argument. Umunna said last week that the 
debate would be emotional as well as factual. Vice-chancellors might not 
want to admit it, but they appear to agree with him on that too. 


