 Open-letter to Research Councils UK
The research councils have decided that proposals should include a plan of their “potential economic impact”, a term that they stress embraces all the ways in which research-related knowledge and skills could benefit individuals, organisations and nations. Peer reviewers will be asked to consider whether plans to increase impact are appropriate and justified, given the nature of the proposed research. However, academic researchers are primarily responsible for the impartial pursuit of knowledge. Haldane acknowledged this many years ago, and the application of his famous Principle, by which governments did not interfere in scientific policy-making, was spectacularly successful for decades. Science is global, of course, and until relatively recently policies of non-interference flourished everywhere. The result was an abundance of unpredicted transformational discoveries, including DNA structure, the genetic code, holography, the laser, magnetic resonance imaging, almost all of which came from academic research. These discoveries also stimulated unprecedented economic growth.
Earlier this year, some of us wrote to Times Higher Education (Letters, 12 February) expressing our concern with the new requirement. We urged peer reviewers to stage a “modest revolt” by declining invitations to take potential economic impact into consideration, confining their assessments to matters in which they are demonstrably competent. Our correspondence indicates that many more supported our recommendation than would publicly admit. Researchers are concerned that participation in such a revolt might damage careers. However, by way of further encouragement, we would draw attention to the Russell Group’s statement (RCUK consultation on the efficiency and effectiveness of peer review, January 2007):
“There is no evidence to date of any rigorous way of measuring economic impact other than in the very broadest of terms and outputs. It is therefore extremely difficult to see how such Panel members (those expert in the economic impact of research) could be identified or the basis upon which they would be expected to make their observations. Without such a rigorous and accepted methodology, this proposal could do more harm than good.”

This opinion from a body comprising the UK’s leading research universities is a damning indictment. We the undersigned seek to persuade the research councils that their policies on potential impact are ill-advised and should be withdrawn. The research councils are, of course, striving to ensure continued public support and government funding for research. However, while UK academic research has substantial economic potential, hobbling it with arbitrary constraints is counterproductive. We urge, therefore, that the research councils find scientific ways of convincing the public and politicians that fostering academic freedom offers by far the best value for taxpayers’ money and the highest prospects for economic growth. 
Donald W Braben, UCL, and the following who also sign in a personal capacity: 

John F Allen, Queen Mary, University of London;

William Amos FRS, University of Cambridge;

Michael Ashburner FRS, University of Cambridge;

Jonathan Ashmore FRS, UCL

Tim Birkhead FRS, University of Sheffield;

Mark S Bretscher FRS, MRC Laboratory of Molecular Biology, Cambridge;

Peter Cameron, Queen Mary, University of London;

Richard S Clymo, Queen Mary, University of London;

Richard Cogdell FRS, University of Glasgow;

David Colquhoun FRS, UCL;

Adam Curtis, Glasgow University;

John Dainton FRS, University of Liverpool;

Michael Fisher, University of Liverpool;

Leslie Ann Goldberg, University of Liverpool;

Pat Heslop-Harrison, University of Leicester;
Dudley Herschbach, Harvard University, Nobel Laureate;
H Robert Horvitz FRS, MIT, Nobel Laureate;

Sir Tim Hunt FRS, Cancer Research UK, Nobel Laureate; 

Herbert Huppert FRS, University of Cambridge;
H Jeff Kimble, Caltech, US National Academy of Sciences;

Sir Aaron Klug FRS, MRC Laboratory of Molecular Biology, Cambridge, Nobel Laureate;

Roger Kornberg FRS, Stanford University, Nobel Laureate;
Sir Harry Kroto FRS, Florida State University, Tallahassee, Nobel Laureate;
Michael F Land FRS, University of Sussex;

Peter Lawrence FRS, MRC Laboratory of Molecular Biology, Cambridge;

Angus MacIntyre FRS, Queen Mary, University of London;

Sotiris Missailidis, Open University;
Philip Moriarty, University of Nottingham;

Andrew Oswald, University of Warwick;
Lawrence Paulson, University of Cambridge;
 Douglas Randall, University of Missouri, US National Science Board member;
David Ray, BioAstral Limited;
Venki Ramakrishnan FRS, MRC Laboratory of Molecular Biology, Cambridge, Nobel Laureate;
Guy P Richardson FRS, University of Sussex;

Sir Richard J Roberts FRS, New England Biolabs, Nobel Laureate; 

Ian Russell FRS, University of Sussex;

Ken Seddon, Queen’s University of Belfast;
Steve Sparks FRS, University of Bristol;

Sir John Sulston FRS, University of Manchester, Nobel Laureate;
Harry Swinney, University of Texas, US National Academy of Sciences;
Iain Stewart, University of Durham;
Claudio Vita-Finzi, Natural History Museum;

David Walker FRS, University of Sheffield;

Eric F Wieschaus, Princeton University, Nobel Laureate;

Glynn Winskel, University of Cambridge;

Lewis Wolpert FRS, UCL;

Phil Woodruff FRS, University of Warwick.







