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Scientific Champions League 

Academia: Do the ties between Britis h and 
Pol is h sci ence rep rese nt a prese nt necessity , 
stem ming fro m BJ en largem ent for example, 
or are they part of an older tra diti on? 
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Which of th ese fi elds would yo u co nsider to 
be th e most impo rta nt fo r th e development 
of civil izat ion, poss ess ing the greatest 
potenti al? 
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Entrance to the ~ Society throu gh which the scien 
tific leaders of the world pass on a regular basis 

The Roy al Society 's Lo ndon headquart ers 
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Do the part icular interests of the 
chairman or president of a scient ifi c 
society or academy have an impact on 
the inst itut ion's policy and act iviti es? Do 
the act iviti es of the Royal Society refl ect 
your own pri ori t ies? 
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Interview with Lord May of Oxford 

what can be done - not least financial. 
Nevertheless, it is clear that an individ 
ual President does have a very consider 
able impact on the Society's direction 
and focus. And it is right that he or she 
should, since the post is held, on a pure 
ly voluntary basis, for five years and 
takes an average of at least two days 
per week of the President's time. That 
is a big investment if you are not hav 
ing an impact! During my Presidency, 
which finishes at the end of November 
this year (on "Anniversary Day"), I have 
concentrated particularly on promoting 
the Society's public role - our active 
engagement with Government on 
a wide range of policy issues, making 
sure that the scientific perspective and 
evidence was fully taken into account; 
our ground-breaking role in promot 
ing early public dialogue on matters 
of potential controversy and involving 
the public in studies of contentious 
issues; and our expanding work on the 
international scene. Highlights include 
major studies on infectious diseases in 
livestock following the outbreak of foot 
and mouth disease, a recent study on 
nanotechnology that set new standards 
in public consultation, and the devel 
opment of a European science advice 
capacity through the creation of the 
European Academies Science Advisory 
Council (EASAC). I was delighted that 
Professor Legocki, President of the 
Polish Academy of Sciences, accepted 
the post of Vice-Chairman of EASAC. 
I have equally supported the continued 
development of our pioneering schemes 
to promote the careers of outstanding 
young scientists, and the updating of 
our international exchange programs. 

All such schemes and programs? It 
seems that large-scale, applied projects 
are dominant among the project types 
that receive EU support But what about 
the humaniti es and soclal sciences, for 
example? 

Understanding the world around us, 
and our place in i~ is a seamless activ 
ity which reaches from the physical and 
biological sciences along a continuum 

Lo rd May of Oxfo rd , President of th e Roy al Society 

embracing the social sciences into the 
arts and humanities. I therefore hope 
that the EU Framework Programmes 
will encourage the building of a Euro 
pean Research Area across this continu 
um. And the most effective way of doing 
this is through things like the Marie 
Curie Fellowship, which enable the best 
younger people to travel and spend post 
doctoral time in the very best and most 
appropriate laboratories and research 
centers. The focus should always be on 
competitively excellent science, rather 
than on fostering collaborative projects 
for their own sake. 

Will the creation of the European Research 
Council raise the standard of research 
done by European scientists and improve 
their working conditi ons? 

A primary reason for having an ERG is 
that it will create a larger playing field, 
helping to raise aspirations. Because 
different countries have different scien 
tific cultures and ways of doing things, 
some of which are demonstrably more 
productive than others, it makes sense 
to create a mechanism that could raise 
the standards of European science 
in the same way that the Champions 

League improves national football 
leagues. 
There are at least five motivations for 
an ERG, which I offer here. The first 
two I regard as absolutely essential. 
I do not think that any of the Nobel lau 
reates who signed the long document 
in support of the ERG would be happy 
were these first two constraints not 
satisfied. The others we could, I think, 
argue about 
The first condition has been put for 
ward many times. Everyone agrees that 
the ERG must be built on peer-reviewed, 
uncompromising excellence. What this 
means in operational terms is that the 
director has to be a scientist of inter 
national stature: someone who knows 
what excellence and peer review really 
mean. And the council should not be too 
large: a dozen or so people representing 
the worlds of science, innovation, busi 
ness and industry - all of them still 
active in those worlds. 
The second constraint concerns the 
urgent need to build scientific capac 
ity in some of the new members of the 
EU25, and arguably even some in the 
EU15. Whereas it is vital that this issue 
be constructively addressed, it is equally 
vital that it be seen as a separate issue 
from the creation of a peer-reviewed, 
excellencebased ERG. I think it is really 
the EU structural funds that should be 
used for the hugely important endeavor 
of capacity building for the knowledge 
economy. 
Third, I greatly admire the way the 
European Science Foundation has creat 
ed collegial networks, and yet I recognize 
that such networks struggle to find fund 
ing that crosses national boundaries. 
I think Europe needs a mechanism that 
evaluates grant proposals from groups 
spanning national boundaries using the 
pure criterion of excellence, just as the 
best national research councils do, and 
it seems that the ERG would be ideal for 
this purpose. 
My fourth point focuses on helping the 
best young people to pursue their own 
ideas in the best laboratories, free from 
hierarchical constraints. Existing EU 
postdoctoral programs already do this 
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Getti ng back to your co nvi cti on about th e 
huge signifi cance of public dialogue on 
matt ers th at perta in to sc ience - co uld 
th e abandonment of such dialogue entail 
so me so rt of danger? 
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Raising public awareness to the advances of knowledge poses a great challenge for the research comnuity . 

Science festivals, involving both researchers and the general public, are prefect example al how this can be achieved 
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