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ManageMent consultants hired by the business sec-
retary Sajid Javid have asked senior figures in the 
research councils to justify why there are seven bod-
ies instead of one.

The Department for Business, Innovation and 
Skills has been asked by the government to find £450 
million to cut in this financial year. As part of the pro-
cess, BIS has hired consultants from McKinsey and 
Company to help it make the 50 or so bodies under its 
authority “simpler, cheaper and better”.

A BIS discussion document outlining its options, 
seen by Research Fortnight, reveals that the operations 
of the Medical Research Council (MRC), the Science and 
Technology Facilities Council (STFC) and the Natural 
Environment Research Council (NERC) are among the 
most expensive under the department’s control. 

The consultants have told senior figures in the 
research councils that they intend to make BIS small-
er, and have asked them to justify the need for seven 
separate councils. This comes just 15 months after the 
triennial review confirmed that the number and struc-
ture of research councils were as they should be. The 
consultants have also asked the councils to identify 
their greatest costs, and to split these into operation-
al costs and costs that are crucial to core business 
activities, such as facilities management and grant pro-
cessing. Representatives of the councils have told the 
consultants that they are already trying to cut opera-
tional costs by 25 per cent over the next three years.

A senior source close to the situation says that it 
is worrying that the McKinsey review, which has not 
been officially announced, is happening more quickly 
than Paul Nurse’s more considered report on how to 
make the research funding system more strategic. 

The Campaign for Science and Engineering has 
warned that the process is a threat to the “delicate” 
research funding system. “The government could eas-
ily mess it up with rash decisions,” says Martin Turner, 
CaSE’s policy adviser.

Nurse’s review is due in December, but he has said 
he will publish some interim conclusions to inform the 
spending review due on 25 November. The McKinsey 

review is due to report to Javid in September. “It 
would be madness to make any big changes on the 
advice of business consultants before Paul is able to 
publish the full findings of his review,” says Turner.

A senior figure in the research councils has told the 
consultants that BIS is unclear on its vision and pri-
orities, leading to a lack of clarity in accountabilities 
and relationships. The source also said the depart-
ment lacks the capability to turn policy into practice.

To fulfil one of his goals to cut costs in BIS, Javid 
has asked civil servants to form ideas on how to save 
money on procurement across the department’s agen-
cies. People consulted through the process have 
included Research Councils UK’s executive director 
Hilary Reynolds and the MRC’s Suzanne Rupp, who 
oversaw the transition of the funder’s business func-
tions to Shared Business Services.

The BIS discussion document says that the annual 
cost of running the research system, not including 
grants, is £300m. To save on this, BIS proposes cen-
tralising control over “all procurement spend across 
the BIS family”. Noting that researchers buy equip-
ment from more than 5,000 suppliers—including more 
than 30 just for pipettes—the document proposes that 
up to £15m could be saved by instituting a single 
purchasing system and process. This would involve 
writing a list of approved suppliers, and asking for dis-
counts from, for example, suppliers of social science 
surveys in exchange for preferred supplier status.

But Terry Burke, who directs NERC’s Biomolecular 
Analysis Facility, says that involving Whitehall in pur-
chasing science equipment would make the process 
less efficient. “Any scientist who has 
a budget to spend will work hard to 
extract every piece of value out of 
that,” he says. “We negotiate ruth-
lessly.” Burke adds that scientific 
equipment can be so specialist that 
sometimes it is available only from a 
single supplier.
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