

PS SAT 1-09


Notes of the 1st Physical Sciences Strategic Advisory Team Meeting held on Thursday 17 July 2008 at Institute of Physics, 76 Portland Place, London
Present:
Prof Stephen Blundell



Dr Andrew Bourne



Dr Mark Bunnage



Katie Daniel



Prof Richard Dendy



Prof Andrew Fisher



Prof Wendy Flavell



Prof Andrew Harrison


Dr Clive Hayter (Chair)



Prof Peter Knowles



Dr David Lathbury



Dr Fiona Meldrum



Leila Sattary

Dr Sarah Thompson

Apologies:
Prof David Delpy

Prof John Harding

Prof Steve Howdle

Prof Richard Templer

1.
Welcome & Introductions

1.1
Clive Hayter welcomed everyone to the first meeting of the Physical Sciences Strategic Advisory Team Meeting.  All members introduced themselves, highlighting their expertise.  Apologies had been received from Prof John Harding, Prof Steve Howdle and Prof Richard Templer.  Prof David Delpy who would normally chair the Physical Sciences SAT also gave his apologies.
1.2
SAT members then spent approximately twenty minutes speed networking to find out additional information about colleagues who they have not previously met.  Everyone then reported back a couple of highlights to the group.
1.3
Clive Hayter confirmed that everyone was clear about the role of the SAT and that they were happy with the terms of reference circulated with the invitation letter from Prof David Delpy (attached to notes).

1.4
The membership of the Physical Sciences SAT covers the remits of the previous Chemistry, Physics and Materials (physical sciences aspect) research communities.  The balance of the SAT membership was to broadly cover this research space whilst keeping the SAT to a manageable size.  Members should act as advocates for Physical Sciences rather than specifically for the interests of their area of expertise.  Nevertheless members were asked if there were any gaps in representation and Atomic Physics was highlighted as a potential area.
ACTION: Andrew to consider extending the membership to cover this additional broad area.

1.5
To aid community engagement, members asked if SAT papers could be shared with colleagues as they were designated ‘in confidence’ to get wider input into discussions.  EPSRC confirmed that SAT papers could be shared freely with colleagues but would specifically highlight those items that should be kept confidential. For example some issues would be discussed with the SAT before final recommendations had been agreed, draft finance plans, etc.

2.
The Physical Sciences Programme
2.1
Andrew Bourne introduced this paper (PS SAT 1-08) giving the background to the origin of the new Physical Sciences Programme that was formed on 1 April 2008.  The EPSRC programme team had identified a number of synergies that should/could arise from the new programme but also recognised that the core disciplines had unique characteristics that should be built upon as the Programme moves forward.  It was stressed that these perceptions were based on the nature of grant proposals within the remit of the new programme. 
2.2
The following feedback was received during the discussions:


Benefits of Physical Sciences Programme

· Encouraging researchers in small sub-disciplines to work in bigger teams to raise their ambitions 
· Potential to overcome single discipline interfaces e.g. functional materials, through review of panel structure
· Encouraging changes in university/department structures through potential changes in funding arrangements

· Effecting changes in reviewing culture
Risks as the Physical Sciences Programme moves forward
· Lack of promotion for interfaces outside the Physical Sciences Programme e.g. with engineering, biology, etc.

· Interdisciplinary research is favoured over the core disciplines 

· Making assumptions of research strengths and/or requirements based on Physical Sciences Programme funding when research teams may also attract funding from a variety of EPSRC Programmes/sources

· Ensuring inertia and lack of dynamism does not set in within large grants i.e. different and new ideas do not emerge

2.3
The following actions were agreed:


· EPSRC should think carefully about any new panel structure and how to change reviewing cultures to best tension research between physics, chemistry and materials
· To encourage applications to Business Innovation mission themes, the Programme needs more knowledge of priorities and how it can best support the community to respond to these challenges

· Greater information on Physical Sciences Programme budgets both historical and upcoming should be placed on the EPSRC website

· Continue to promote interfaces beyond the Physical Sciences Programme

· Keep engaged with the learned societies to help join up the research communities 

· Interactions between EPSRC and the community need reviewing  because of the changing roles at EPSRC

3. 
Future Plans for 2009/10 & 2010/11
3.1
Andrew Bourne introduced this paper (PS SAT 2-08) highlighting the main plans for the Physical Sciences Programme for the next two years.  Formal plans will be discussed with TOP and UP in the autumn and recommendations will be made and agreed by Council in December 2008.

3.2
The following points were made:

· There was an extensive discussion on the role of Programme Grants versus responsive mode.  
· The SAT supported the intent to raise ambitions of the research community but EPSRC should define by what is meant by ‘step-change’

· The community needs to appreciate the new strategy for Programme Grants

· EPSRC needs to ensure that the focus on Programme Grants is not to the exclusion of middle career researchers who will potentially become future Programme Grant leaders.  

· Need to ensure Programme Grants do not encourage people to be less ambitious

· How do EPSRC intend to target Programme and Platform Grants – people or research areas?

· Rolling out international funding activities may encourage a more transparent reviewing culture

· Are first grants achieving the scheme objectives?  Would it be useful to re-introduce a funding cap or encourage the university to back the new researcher with FEC funds?

· Very supportive of bottom up Grand Challenges but these should be validated internationally
· The role of National Services/Facilities was missing from the proposed plans

· Publishing more detailed budgets and allocations may help manage expectations but care was needed that this should not reduce the flexibility to move funds according to need.
3.3
In light of the recent decision not to fund a National Service the following feedback was provided:

· EPSRC needs to articulate its vision for National Services and the expectations of funding in the longer term.
· What is EPSRC’s role in funding services in an FEC environment?  How do you encourage ‘Pay As You Go’?

· What is the impact of not funding a potential service on the wider research community?

· Is it appropriate to judge National Services with the same criteria as Responsive Mode grants?

· It was agreed that National Services needed to be tensioned against other funding demands

· What is the relationship of EPSRC National Services compared to those funded by other agencies, e.g. STFC? 

3.4
The following actions were agreed:

· The SAT should play a role in monitoring the health of the research base.

· EPSRC needs to consider how to support researchers currently in research heartlands to enable them to respond to thematic programmes; this is unlikely to be a one step process
· EPSRC to ensure that the ambition of Grand Challenges should be far greater than what can be achieved by a single research team or in the span of a single research grant, allowing researchers from across physical sciences to work towards common goals
· EPSRC needs to work with the reviewing community to enable its plans to be delivered.

3.5
In terms of next steps, Andrew would draft the Programme Plans based on the paper and the above feedback following the template in Annex 1 to PS SAT 2-08.  The draft plans would be circulated to members by Monday 21 July 2008.  Feedback from SAT members was required by Monday 28 July 2008 if possible.

4
International Reviews of Materials & Chemistry, Physics Review

4.1
Andrew Bourne introduced this paper (PS SAT 3-08) mainly for information by way of informing the SAT of progress since the International Review of Materials and the current progress of the International Review of Chemistry.  The paper also included EPSRC’s input into the Wakeham Review of Physics.
4.2
The SAT agreed that EPSRC’s proposed actions in response to the International Review of Materials were appropriate, especially as many of the proposed actions were outside the scope of EPSRC’s sole responsibility.  The potential to signpost research in synthesis and development of new materials in Responsive Mode was considered to be a good idea.


Action: To discuss at SAT as a future Signpost area

4.3
The plans for the Chemistry International Review 2009 were noted, including that Prof Mike Klein, University of Pennsylvania, had agreed to chair the panel.    The remit of Chemistry covered by the review was discussed particularly across Research Council boundaries BBSRC, NERC and STFC.  The SAT was impressed with the progress since the last International Review of Chemistry 2002 and wondered whether this would be benchmarked in the next review.

Action: Andrew to feedback to International Review Steering Committee
4.4
The input to the Wakeham Review of Physics was noted.

5
Postdoctoral Research Fellowships
5.1
Andrew Bourne introduced this oral item.  EPSRC has recently restructured its Fellowship schemes into Career Acceleration Fellowships and Leadership Fellowships.  These were typically five year awards.  EPSRC was initially planning to roll Postdoctoral Fellowships into Career Acceleration Fellowships but this would now remain a stand alone scheme.  EPSRC requested feedback on whether Postdoctoral Fellowships that are currently awarded for three years should be extended to five year awards.

5.2
The SAT did not consider this to be appropriate and recommended that awards should be given for two to three years.  This is sufficient for track records to be established in readiness for applying for other Fellowships or permanent positions.  It was felt difficult to justify a longer award when a candidate was potentially straight out of their PhD. 


Action: Andrew to feedback to Fellowships contact
6.
SATs Conference October 2008
6.1
Andrew confirmed that the SATs conference would take place on 27-28 October 2008 and members were asked to put this date in their diary if they had not already done so.

7.
Any Other Business
7.1
A SAT member raised the possibility of a closed session i.e. excluding EPSRC staff, at future SAT meetings to discuss Physical Science Programme issues.
7.2
Clive responded that SATs in their nature were advisory to EPSRC and that they operated in mode where the membership felt freely able to share all issues in a full and frank manner with EPSRC.  

Action:  Clive agreed to discuss this possibility with David Delpy
7.3
The date of the next meeting would be January 2009.


Action: EPSRC to canvass for dates 
Status of Actions

(Actions with a status of ‘completed’ will not be reported in the annex for the notes of the next meeting)

	Action
	Date of Meeting
	Paragraph
	Responsibility
	Status

	SAT member to cover Atomic Physics research area
	17 July 2008
	1.4
	Andrew Bourne
	In Hand

	Draft Physical Sciences Programme Plan for TOP/UP and provide feedback
	
	3.5
	Andrew Bourne
SAT members
	Completed

	Consider synthesis and development of new materials as a future signpost
	
	4.2
	Andrew Bourne
	Outstanding

	Provide feedback to International Review of Chemistry Steering Committee
	
	4.3
	Andrew Bourne
	Completed

	Provide feedback to Fellowships contact on Postdoctoral Fellowship period of award issue
	
	5.2
	Andrew Bourne
	Completed

	Consider closed session at future SAT meetings
	
	7.2
	Clive Hayter
	Completed

	Canvass for January SAT date
	
	7.3
	Andrew Bourne
	Completed


ROLE OF SATs and Responsibilities of SAT members and EPSRC

Role of SATs:

· To act as a body of special advisors to EPSRC, with a primary affiliation to particular areas of EPSRC business, helping to ensure that the skills and research base are there to support the advancement of knowledge and the future needs of business and society.

· To provide an early alert to EPSRC on priority and emerging issues, contributing to the development of strategy within and between disciplines and at corporate level.

· To act as a sounding board for the early development of policy and priorities, ensuring that policy development is appropriate and has credibility;

· To communicate with the relevant provider and user communities on topical issues and EPSRC strategy and to maintain an ongoing dialogue with EPSRC.

Responsibilities of a SAT member:

· To act within the Nolan principles, in particular to provide independent, informed advice avoiding actual or perceived conflicts of interest by taking a collegiate approach to policy and strategy development;

· To validate and challenge constructively EPSRC’s perspectives drawing on the available evidence and their own experiences;

· To work as a team with other SAT members and EPSRC staff and to be proactive in bringing forward issues and opportunities to the attention of EPSRC;

· To use their profile within their own networks and communities and as SAT members to gather intelligence that can be brought to bear in policy development and to disseminate EPSRC policies and strategies.

Responsibilities of EPSRC:

· To assist SAT members by providing relevant information/evidence in advance to enable consultation with the community and by setting out the strategic context for discussions;  

· To raise the profile of SATs and SAT members and to disseminate widely summaries of SAT discussions to inform the broader community;

· To be clear about the information SAT members can share with the community and that which is provided in confidence;

· To engage SATs with issues at a time when there is a real opportunity for influence and to feedback to SAT members specific outcomes arising from their advice;
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