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Britain's quitting the European Union sets the stage for a major mess in the funding of British 

science. Whatever the merits of Brexit, as the withdrawal is popularly called, exiting the present 

labyrinthine structure of EU science funding is going to be pure chaos. Government funding of 

science is always capricious and often wasteful. Brexit is merely going to present the world with 

a new record for this folly. 

The basic problem is that government funding of science is very complex. First the government 

or government-related science office formulates a specific research program, and then gets it 

funded. Then it develops and publishes requests for proposals. Then the researchers develop and 

submit detailed proposals, which the government studies, ultimately choosing some and funding 

their awards. The process normally takes several years from concept to award. It can hardly take 

less. 

The EU presently funds a lot of British researchers, as it should given that Britain pays over 12 

percent of the European Union's operating budget. British universities reportedly get about 16 

percent of their research funding from Brussels, well over a billion dollars a year. Given that this 

16 percent is an average, some universities probably get a significantly larger fraction of their 

revenue from EU funding. 

The EU funding of British science should end as soon as Britain stops paying its EU dues. There 

is a lot of talk about multi-year negotiations between the incoming Brexit government in Britain 

and the European Union, but the political reality is that Britain can stop paying its dues anytime 

it wants to. It is hard to imagine a government whose mandate is to leave the EU continuing to 

send them billions of pounds that it could use for its own purposes. 

The point is that there is no way that Britain can simply replace that EU funding (assuming it 

wants to), even if it has the money to do so. It will first have to go through its own lengthy 

competitive funding procedures. Many of the existing EU-funded projects will probably be 

dropped midstream, their funding wasted. There is no reason the new British government should 



choose to continue these EU-chosen projects; quite the contrary, given the Brexiteers’ apparent 

disdain for Brussels. There may well be a multi-year gap in which nothing is funded to replace 

the present projects. 

Untangling the science funding is thus going to be a true mess, unless Britain can work a deal to 

simply pay for continued EU funding as an associated country. Some small non-EU countries do 

this. But given that Britain is handing Brussels a big budget cut, such a side deal may not be 

possible. Moreover, the philosophy of Brexit would seem to preclude Britain ceding funding 

decisions to the EU, which these associated deals require. The fact that the research community 

came out loudly against Brexit does not help their case of need. 

What this shows is not that Brexit is wrong, but rather that government funding of science is 

often a mistake. Funding of science by governments is not necessary for economic progress. The 

intrinsically political nature of the process makes it often wasteful as well. 

Brexit is merely a very large example of something that repeatedly happens. An expensive 

research program is launched because it is politically attractive. Large sums are spent, and then 

the program is killed midstream, because the politics change. Half a project gives no results, so 

the money and researchers’ time is simply wasted. 

The U.S. government is certainly prone to this kind of waste, to begin with because we get a new 

House of Representatives every two years, and that is where the money comes from. We also get 

new, politically appointed department and agency heads with every new presidential 

administration, if not more frequently. These officials often want to "restructure" their research 

program, as it is called. Or a new office director may want to do something new, within the 

existing budget, killing ongoing work in the process. 

This sort of project chopping probably happens many, many times a year, at all levels. But the 

hundreds or thousands of chops are individually too small to be noticed outside of their 

immediate research community. Tremendous amounts of money and research talent is wasted in 

this way. 

So when the screaming from the unfunded British universities starts, as it almost certainly will, 

keep in mind that this is just a very large case of the waste that plagues U.S. government-funded 

science as well. Science and politics do not mix. 
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