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~ There is general agreement that com­
plex databases should not simply be made 
freely available, as their proper exploitation 
requires an understanding of how the data 
have been assembled, and the various 
caveats they contain. But many scientists say 
that analogous problems in other areas -
such as census data - are overcome by 
employing individuals to provide such 
assistance. The CVL would need an extra 
dozen people to do this, says one MAFF 
scientist. "It would take a lot of resources, 
but I think it would be well worth doing." 

Indeed, MAFF's failure to assign suffi­
cient staff to the analysis and distribution of 
BSE data appears to have been a major 
factor contributing to the difficulties faced 
by outside scientists. Graham Medley, a bio­
statistician at the University of Warwick, 
says he has benefited from greater coopera­
tion from MAFF after having complained 
on a television programme about the prob-

!ems of gaining access to MAFF data. Since 
then he has encountered few such difficul­
ties, and attributes any that have arisen sim­
ply to the fact that the CVL is "inundated" 
with requests, and is "grossly understaffed". 

Statistical research on the BSE epidemic 
within MAFF has been left mainly to a 
handful of researchers at the CVL. The 
small numbers of people involved is 
"staggering for a problem of this impor­
tance", says one scientist. Anderson says 
that, given the scale of the BSE problem, 
MAFF should have quickly assembled "a 
large and effective team collaborating with 
external teams with expertise in particular 
areas", and that this should have included 
researchers from other European countries. 

Moreover, Anderson argues that cut­
backs in government science over the past 
decade have made such external input more 
important than ever. These cuts have 
reduced the government's capacity to carry 
out the in-house research required to deal 
with complex scientific issues in many areas, 
he says. What is now needed, argues Ander­
son, is an interministerial body - perhaps 
organized by the Office of Science and 
Technology - that would assess important 
scientific issues, decide whether outside 
expertise was needed, and, if so, arrange for 
it to be brought in quickly. Declan Butler 

468 

New Zealand scientists seek 
to revive political fortunes 
Sydney. Spending on research by the 
government of New Zealand has recently 
begun a slow upturn after a lengthy period 
of decline. But the scientific and academic 
communities are still seeking the support of 
the political parties taking part in the 
general election on 12 October for further 
improvements to funding, especially for 
universities. 

Scientists continue to express concern at 
the effects on research and university 
teaching of the cost-cutting and restructur­
ing that accompanied the rapid shift 
towards 'user pays' and 'privatization' or 
'corporatization' of public services over the 
past few years. These policies were intro­
duced by a Labour government and extend­
ed by their National Party successors. 

But the scientists' campaign is clouded 
by a new and unpredictable electoral sys­
tem. Twenty-seven parties are vying for 120 
seats under a 'mixed-member proportional' 
system that has replaced the traditional 
first-past-the-post method of electing 99 
members to the single-chamber parliament. 

The New Zealand Association of Scien­
tists (NZAS) and the Royal Society of New 
Zealand have lobbied for public funding to 
be restored to the levels that applied when 
the cuts began 15 years ago. New Zealand 
spent 1.03 per cent of its gross domestic 
product on research and development 
(R&D) in 1993, placing it fourth from the 
bottom out of 24 leading economies. 
Private-sector spending on R&D is even 
lower on this list. 

Since 1989, responsibility for policy 
advice to government, funding decisions 
and the provision of research has been 
allocated to separate bodies. And scientific 
merit has been replaced by relevance to 
national needs as the main criterion for 
selecting projects to be supported. In 1992, 
as part of this trend, Simon Upton, the 
Minister of Research, Science and Tech­
nology, abolished the government's Depart­
ment of Scientific and Industrial Research, 
replacing it with ten sector-based and 
commercially oriented Crown Research 
Institutes (CRls). 

The government justified these changes 
on the grounds that research performance 
needed to be more focused in a small 
country. Claiming last year that the changes 
have been a success, Upton produced a plan 
for the next 15 years, which aims to lift 
government expenditure to 0.8 per cent of 
gross domestic product. 

In particular, Upton has reversed the 
downward trend of government funding 
through the new Marsden Fund (NZ$25 
million by next year) for merit-based 'blue 
skies' research outside the government's 

priority-setting process and promised that 
the Public Good Science Fund, which 
supports projects in CRls and universities, 
will be increased and its short-term grants 
extended. 

But many scientists have been disillu­
sioned by the impact of a 30 per cent decline 
in government funding since 1981. The 
NZAS has described this decline as 
"disastrous". A survey of the 300 members 
of the association in the academic 
community, government and industry found 
that the scientific workforce had been 
"traumatized and decimated" and its 
productivity "greatly reduced". 

According to three past and present 
officials of the association, writing in the 
September issue of NZ Science Review, the 
CRls have had "varying success, with some 
functioning well, but others experiencing 
difficulties, and one small CRI collapsed". 
Even the effect of the Marsden Fund in 
sustaining basic knowledge is uncertain, 
they write. 

Despite recent improvements, the survey 
concludes that morale among scientists is 
low. "Particularly those in the CRls were 
unhappy about their management, which 
was viewed to be hierarchical, authoritar­
ian, short-term focused and secretive." Job 
security, it says, has been lost, salaries have 
declined, time spent on research has 
decreased, international regard has fallen, 
and freedom to publish and speak out on 
policy issues has been restricted. 

The governing, conservative National 
Party has dropped sharply in the opinion 
polls to 35 per cent. In a recent lecture, 
Upton promised to boost environmental 
research through a 'green package' and 
called for a pause in "tinkering" further 
with science. Labour, led by Helen Clark, is 
closing on National with a popular promise 
to reduce student fees, but is vague about 
whether it will increase public spending on 
R&D, claiming it will be interventionist and 
will not leave investment to the market. 

The left-wing Alliance, which promises to 
abolish student fees altogether, is polling 
level with NZ First, a party which has now 
been overtaken by Labour. Its leader, 
Winston Peters, a populist Maori defector 
from the Nationals, proposes to "increase 
public investment in science and technology 
to the median level of New Zealand's major 
trading partners" - although without 
saying where the money will come from. 

In higher education, universities, poly­
technics and associations of staff and 
students have joined in a Public Tertiary 
Education Coalition to oppose the funding 
cuts planned for the next three years by the 
National Party. Peter Pockley 
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