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2 July 2001

Simon Watkins Esq

Clerk to the Committee

The Scottish Parliament

Enterprise and Lifelong Learning Committee

Edinburgh EH99 1SP

E-mail:  SHEFC.inquiry@scottish.parliament.uk

INQUIRY INTO SHEFC FUNDING REVIEW OF RESEARCH BASE

Thank you for your letter of 3 May 2001, and for the opportunity to comment on SHEFC’s proposals for funding research in Higher Education Institutions (HEIs).

Our observations are as follows:

1. Commercialisation of Research

It is well documented that although levels of research conducted in Scottish HEIs are high, almost 90% of this is not commercialised.  Indeed, the Framework for Economic Development in Scotland (FEDS) notes that “the best of our research tends to be exploited outwith Scotland”.  This can only be to the detriment of the Scottish economy.

SHEFC’s proposal to fund R&D on three fronts – Strategic, Foundation and Joint – is a welcome development from the previous funding model, as it signals a move to greater flexibility than that offered by the current formula of allocating funds through the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE).

We note that SHEFC considers the RAE system had a number of strengths, stating “the evidence suggests that the Council’s method of funding research has contributed to improvements in the volume and quality of research undertaken by HEIs in Scotland”.

Our view would be that (i)  too much emphasis is placed on the RAE in relation to an HEIs ranking, (ii)  that research grant awards are too closely related to individual academics’ promotion and (iii)  that academics enjoy research for its own sake and thus may not be open to the commercial potential which could result.


2.
Collaboration with Business

There are various initiatives which seek to develop the working relationship between HEIs research faculties and business, such as TVS.  The FEDS document and the Scottish Executive’s “A Smart Successful Scotland” address a number of key issues.  These include the need to:

· encourage industry (especially SMEs) to buy into academic research

· increase Scotland’s industrial R&D spend/investment

· define best practice for government/university/company partnerships

· maximise the patenting of Scottish “ideas”

Achieving these targets is dependent on closer collaboration between HEIs, business, SE-N and SHEFC.  In commenting on these issues, SCDI referred to the earlier SHEFC consultation document, “Research and the Knowledge Age 2000” which seeks to deliver

1. a flexible, efficient and high quality research base in Scotland, and

2. the commercialisation of research for the wider economic … and cultural benefit of society

SCDI accepts that these are relevant and should be achievable, as should the targets above.

RECOMMENDATIONS

In consideration of the reports referred to above and in response to the key questions in your letter of 3 May 2001, SCDI wishes to make the following recommendations.

1. Whilst the proposed revised Research Development Funding System would appear to promote knowledge transfer and the commercialisation of research, in our view a smaller proportion of the 85% of RAE funding should be awarded for pure research and the resulting amount, say 10% - 15%, should be re-allocated to the commercialisation programme to drive this forward.

2. In response to the four key questions posed in the FEDS document, SCDI endorses the extended tax credits for R&D, but urges that this be delivered in the simplest form and as soon as possible to encourage close collaboration in particular between HEIs and SMEs.  Current low Scottish industrial R&D spend may be the result of R&D investment by overseas parent companies.  

3. 

In order to develop partnerships, to identify and adopt best practice, and to ensure effective interaction between government, academia and industry, we recommend a national programme of secondments and exchanges to be co-ordinated by a specialist team.

CONCLUSION

The Scottish Executive document “A Smart Successful Scotland” cites three objectives which are closely aligned to the issues reviewed above (Recommendations 1 to 3).  It also calls for a better understanding between HEIs and business.  SCDI believes that this objective will be achieved, and if pursued in parallel with our recommendations, will have a significant impact on the partnerships between HEIs, business, government and others committed to the commercialisation of research.  SCDI has also responded to the Roberts Review.

We look forward to further collaborating in this process.
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