	Letter from Professor Banks, 29th November 2002

Dear Ms Conte

The Engineering Professors' Council represents all Professors and Heads of Departments in engineering Higher Education. It has discussed the operation of the RAE at several committee meetings and also at a special meeting of our representatives. We have a representative in all of the UK Universities which offer degree courses in engineering. We have chosen to reply to the above review by making a number of specific points rather than answering a series of detailed questions. In the main we feel they cover the 'five key questions' raised in recent correspondence and stakeholder meetings. 

We submitted evidence to the House of Commons Science and Technology Committee Review and broadly agree with their conclusions. 

A major concern is our belief that the previous rounds of the RAE have damaged the universities. The place of research in the range of activities which are properly part of a University's affairs has been distorted out of all proportion. Research is seen as the predominant activity so that other activities such as outreach which are vital if universities are to succeed in widening access or activities concerned with learning or teaching are seen as second rate and in fact only seem to be strong in institutions with a low RAE grading. 

We also believe that the format of the RAE has damaged the nature of research and put too much emphasis on rapid publication, so that there is no longer the place there was for speculative, blue skies or longer term research. There is also no recognition of the special features of engineering. Work with Industry often takes the form of short term consultancy, which whilst not leading to publication in refereed journals is none the less an integral part of the research 'reaching out to the community' work of many departments. 

There are also concerns about the peer review process and its fallibility. It is difficult to believe that it is possible for panels to be completely objective. It is also difficult to believe that standards are uniform across all the disciplines involved in the total RAE. Rightly or wrongly many within the engineering community feel that in the last round standards within engineering were higher than for other disciplines. Whilst there are differences between the different branches of engineering (and this would make it difficult if not impossible for 'engineering' to be one unit of assessment) there needs to be a way in which the exercise can consider effectively research which covers several panels and incorporates staff from several departments (if necessary both within and across universities). 

It is perhaps inevitable that whatever system operates Universities will game play to try and gain advantage. On the other hand too much emphasis on 'metrics' would be counter productive. However we would like to see it made a requirement that all members of staff are included in the exercise. We concur with the comments made by the House of Commons Select Committee on Science and Technology on the effect on staff morale. We also have concerns about the effect on younger staff for whom the workload can be intolerable. Engineering finds it difficult to recruit suitable high quality academic staff and anything which affects their retention has dangers for the future (compare previous Roberts' Report on recruitment and retention). 

We find it hard to justify a system in which the rewards for a department just below a 5 and one just above it are so different. If the current grade boundaries are to remain we would like to see the monies distributed on a continuous scale . Panels usually have a complete list of grades. These could be used as appropriate. Selectivity in research funding may be inevitable but it
is difficult at present to encourage weaker departments. One possibility would be to reduce the proportion of government research money distributed via the RAE and give the remainder uniformly to all departments. This could enable weaker departments to 'pull themselves up' whilst not materially harming the 5* departments. 

We would like to see some form of lighter touch review to reduce the workload on staff involved in preparing submissions or taking part as panel members and also to reduce the overall cost. However we would hope that any system adopted would treat all institutions equally. 

Professor WM Banks FREng
Chairman
Engineering Professors' Council 
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Scientists investigate what is... Engineers create what has never been.
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