




































































SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY

Effective use of established and new technologies is becoming an
increasingly important factor in future expansion of the economy and
improvement of living standards, and past experience in Britain has tended
to be disappointing in that public approval of science and an exceptional
record of innovativeness has not usually borne the hoped for fruit in terms
of successful commercial exploitation.

The new core technologies (IT, biotechnology and new materials)
are becoming increasingly interdependent and their successful
exploitation appears to be highly dependent on government policies, in
four areas in particular.

First, exploitation is associated with effective R&D. British industry
has tended to invest less of its profits in R&D than industry in competitor
countries, and government support, some claim, is not as great or as
effectively deployed as in competitor countries. In particular, half of
government R&D funding goes to defence (far more than in other
European countries), where its value is more open to question with the
ending of the Cold War, and this leaves less available for other areas. A key
challenge for the coming two decades for governments and industry in the
UK will be to find ways of promoting more investment in technological
innovation, more effective technology transfer into industry, and more
emphasis on growth areas such as environmental protection technology
rather than on defence R&D.

Secondly, specialist skills area key factor in all the new technologies,
and weaknesses in our education and training arrangements in relation to
science and technology raise problems which can be solved only through
measures by government in partnership with industry and the education
system.

Thirdly, in some areas government regulation and interventionis a
key factor in the successful exploitation of opportunities opened up by
technological change. This is particularly evident in telecommunications,
where adoption of standards is crucial and where introduction costs to
reach viable levels of operation are high. For example, the technical and
economic factors involved in the choice between new systems based on
fibre optic cable, DBS and MVDS are not straightforward. It may not be
necessary to intervene actively to get one of them off the ground (as the
French did with the electronic information service Minitel), and it may not
turn out to be desirable to end up relying predominantly on any one of the
alternativesystems. However, thereis the danger that too passivea reliance
on market forces in the development of new telecommunications
infrastructures may end with expensively wasteful duplication and
provide too weak a base for any of the alternatives to build up quickly to a
viable level.

Finally, there will be a growing role for public policy in promoting
debate on the numerous legal and ethical issues which will be raised by
new and emerging technologies over the next twenty years, in framing
regulations in response to new developments, and in incorporating
coverage of these issues in scientific and engineering education in schools
and higher education.
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