ESSENTIAL PLATFORM 2009/10 & 2010/11

DELIVERY PROGRAMME – Physical Sciences
	PROGRAMME DESCRIPTOR: 
VISION
The vision of the Physical Sciences Programme is to enable the very best UK physical scientists to be world-leading in research and training ensuring that they are central in meeting the scientific challenges across the EPSRC remit.
PROGRAMME OBJECTIVES

The top priority for Physical Sciences Programme is to continue to support a healthy research base delivering internationally leading research outputs and pursuing new research directions.  This will focus on excellence across the portfolio using a number of strategies including:

· Longer larger grants to support key research leaders;

· Signposting in topical areas to strengthen the UK capacity;

· Fellowships to identify and support researchers at pivotal points in their career; and,

· Promoting multidisciplinary research that builds upon and stretches heartland disciplines.

To fully realise these goals, the Physical Sciences Programme will take advantage of the synergies arising from the amalgamation of the previous Chemistry, Physics and Materials (relating to Physical Sciences) Programmes to raise ambitions of all researchers.


	FORWARD PLAN FOR 9/10 & 10/11: insert a narrative on the forward plan for the delivery programme, its contribution to the health of disciplines and the Delivery Plan. Include not just the “what” but also the “how” actions would be achieved for 3 financial scenarios +10% / level / - 10%. (max. 3 sides)
Introduction
The Physical Sciences Programme was formed on 1 April 2008 when EPSRC restructured to align with the new Delivery Plan 2008-2011.

The research areas covered in the Physical Sciences Programme include synthetic chemistry, biologically related chemistry, structure and bonding, reaction mechanisms, analytical chemistry, condensed matter, atomic and molecular physics, plasma physics, laser physics, optics, quantum information processing, surface science, soft condensed matter, and fundamental physical and functional aspects of materials, i.e. synthesis, growth and characterisation of materials and materials modelling at the atomic scale.
The new Programme covers a broad remit and the challenge is to bring coherence to new activities whilst retaining important characteristics of these research disciplines and avoiding becoming a product of legacy activities.
Programme Strategy

To deliver the Programme objectives EPSRC needs to work in partnership with the community to lift horizons further and thus increase further the UK impact within the international scientific community.  

This will be achieved by:


Key Research Leaders

· Targeting successful research groups through active portfolio management to fund Programme Grants and Platform Grants. This will enable recipients to maintain their status as, or become, world-leading research teams to deliver transformative research with the best talent available.  Six to eight grants will be funded annually;


New Research Challenges

· Promoting community-led grand challenges (currently under development) within the chemistry community that excite and enthuse researchers to propose innovative research solutions.  The aim of this activity is get community buy-in to achieve common goals; thus facilitating multidisciplinary working and larger more ambitious programmes of work.  The challenges identified will be moderated by the forthcoming 2009 International Review of Chemistry Panel to ensure these are truly the priority for the chemistry community.  The challenges will potentially form a major input to future signposting within the Programme;

· Identifying in conjunction with stakeholders e.g. SAT, community engagement, data analysis, etc., potential research themes for priority funding with a particular focus on multidisciplinary collaborations (including users) and nurturing appropriate teams within these themes.  A particular focus will be responding to the International Review of Materials and taking into account the recommendations of the Physics Review during this period.  If appropriate, the Physical Sciences Programme will build on the community-led model currently under development in the Chemistry space;


Working with People

· Networking with key stakeholder groups to build a Physical Sciences community.  This will involve holding appropriate workshops with the community to develop future challenges, networking events for newer researchers, visiting research groups within the community and remaining engaged with the broader community on a European level and Internationally.

· Continuing the theme of challenging the research community to deliver internationally leading research programmes, we will build on the successful partnership with the NSF to joint fund international collaborations and extend this to other countries where a clear benefit can be defined.  International collaboration will also be actively encouraged in our researcher-led programmes;

· Continuing to support early stage researchers through First Grants and promoting Fellowships to key individuals – this will include a review of First Grant holders and look at the impact of this funding on career progression.  In addition we will look to better engage this community with events based on the highly successful Challenging Engineering activity to facilitate young researchers to encourage them to be creative and explore high-risk projects (n.b. the training/fellowship budget is not being reviewed this year);
· Promoting investigator-led research within a tight funding environment to enable high quality science to be maintained whilst managing expectations.  A clear challenge is working with researchers to ensure proposals are only submitted when they are fully developed because of the very competitive nature of funding panels, e.g. greater dialogue before submission, encourage internal peer review prior to submission.  2009 will see a restructuring of the funding panels for the Physical Sciences Programme.


Wider Context

· Supporting the Physical Sciences disciplines to respond to the priority themes within the Delivery Plan.  One of the benefits of the new Delivery Plan is the exciting thematic priority areas that have been identified.  Yet for them to be successful researchers from the core disciplines will be required to contribute to these plans. The Programme will help to promote the thematic opportunities to Physical Scientists and where necessary facilitate researchers to evolve their research pursuits e.g. feasibility studies, overseas travel grants to learn new skills, etc;

· Contributing to the development of national facilities and services; EPSRC plays a key role in this respect but the Programme will balance the need for funding new, community-led services, with enabling established services to become sustainable over the longer term, and against the priorities to support high quality research.  The Programme will work with other areas of EPSRC to ensure the appropriate provision of meso-scale national facilities.

Within an increased budget at the 10% level the Programme will fund an additional two Programme Grants per year.  This will enable a greater number of research teams to deliver strategic research programmes with space to be responsive to new ideas and challenges.  This is in line with EPSRC’s stated intent to increase the number of groups funded by longer larger grants.  With a decrease of 10%, the Programme will cease to fund its international activities with the NSF from 2010 and scale back the potential growth of grand challenge activities across the wider Physical Sciences Programme.  There will be a further reduction in researcher-led funding next year.  This will risk reducing activities that actively engage researchers to network and form research programmes at the international level (linking best researchers within the UK with the best researchers overseas) and miss further opportunities to initiate new ambitious programmes of work.  This decision has been made to preserve a similar investment as planned for 2008/09 for larger research programmes.


	COMMITMENT PLAN: insert a table showing commitment plan for 2009/10 and 2010/11 based on narrative, for 3 scenarios a +10% / level / -10% (1 page).


	BARRIERS TO PROGRESS: 
The key challenges/ risks to the Programme:

· Mobilising the wider research community to deliver more ambitious research programmes in response to the Grand Challenges
· Ensuring that Programme Grants and Platform Grants remain responsive to new ideas and are used flexibly

· Whilst delivering synergies by bringing together the Chemistry, Physics and Materials disciplines into the new Physical Sciences Programme, it may be more difficult to build interfaces with other disciplines/activities outside the Programme e.g. Chemistry and Chemical Engineering, Functional Materials, Biological aspects within Life Sciences.
· Emphasising multidisciplinary research challenges may have a negative effect on the core health of disciplines as these are often perceived as enabling only incremental research
· Effecting changes within the reviewing culture particularly in any revised panel structure

· Communicating a clear understanding of the Business Innovation priorities to complement the funding of the Essential Platform portfolio


	RESOURCE EFFECTIVENESS: insert current administrative delivery budget and forecast based on the 3 scenarios for 9/10 and 10/11. Include a short bullet point narrative as to why. (max. ½ page)



