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Au revoir

As Britain leaves the European Union, a
future research relationship must be built on
continued collaboration — and compromise.

tthestroke of 11p.m.on31January, researchers

will be among those lighting candles to mark

the United Kingdom’s departure from the

European Union. Most scientists didn’t want

Brexit. Scientists co-founded a national
campaign for a second referendum on the country’s EU
membership, fearing that the split would destroy a union
that has promoted collaboration and the advancement of
knowledge for the past 47 years.

They were unsuccessful —and the next 11 months will be
anuncertaintime asthe United Kingdomenters atransition
period in which it must negotiate the terms of its future
links with the EU. UK researchers do not yet know if they
will be part of joint EU research programmes. However,
in one piece of welcome news, the futures of the many EU
researchers who want to make their lives in Britain now lie
in the hands of the UK Research and Innovation agency,
and not the UKHome Office —aninstitution that, for much
of the past decade, enacted and implemented policies to
reduce immigration to the United Kingdom.

But it’s not only the act of separation that will be so
painful. Research has always been central to European
unity. Back in 1973, Britain joined much more than the
‘European Economic Community’, which is what later
became the EU. It joined an organization that had been
foundedto further anumber of principles —thatitis better
for nationsinthe same neighbourhood to make decisions
together; that conflicts must be resolved through nego-
tiation and compromise; and that it benefits everyone if
richer countries can assist poorer ones.

Each of these principles was rooted in the same goal —
to avoid arepeat of the brutal war from which the EU’s
founders had emerged. The continent’s scientists were very
much part of the Second World War, which is why the bloc’s
architects deliberately planned for joint research — and
especially technology —to be part of the glue for European
integration. Theideathat research cooperation can assist
peace-building has inspired other regional unions, from
Africato Latin America and the Caribbean.

As the EU was taking shape, some of Britain’s scientific
leaders were sceptical about collaborating with European
colleagues. But scepticism faded as the benefits of a
European research area — not unlike that of the United
States — with pooled funding and freedom of movement
became clear. Britain’s researchers received the second
largest share of their country’s EU funds (after farmers), and
asofJune 2019, this was more than €1 billion (US$1.1billion)
ayear. Much of this went towards collaborative projects
with societal impact, such as the European Social Survey,
which tracks changing social attitudes in 38 European
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nations; the Clean Sky programme, in which researchers
from27 countries work together to reduce aircraft carbon
emissions and noise; or the Innovative Medicines Initiative,
where researchers collaborate to develop medicines for
under-served conditions such as tuberculosis.

Free movement

Mindful of whatit could lose, the government isinvestigat-
ing whether Britain could pay to join — or be ‘associated”
with—EU programmes. But at the same time, ministers have
been preparing for the possibility that this willnot happen.
That’s because UK membership of EUresearch programmes
will require some form of freedom of movement and, sofar,
the UK governmenthassaid freedom of movementmustend
inits current form. Joining EU programmes also depends on
the wider terms of the United Kingdom’s future EU relation-
shiptobethrashed out this year. Within government, there
are varying views as to how close Britain should remain to
thelaws and regulations of its former EU partners — whatis
called ‘alignment’. But from the perspective of researchers
andsociety asawhole, there are more benefitsinalignment
thanin moving out of the EU’s orbit, at least for now.

It’s in everyone’s best interests that Britain should
continue to align, to some degree, with the continent’s
carefully crafted decision-making frameworks on the envi-
ronment, data, employment, food safety and the broader
life sciences. Environmental issues are international by
their very nature, so there is no sense, nor logic, in Britain
creating its own standards, or aligning with a minority of
countries. The same applies for regulations on technolo-
gies such as those involved in gene editing and artificial
intelligence. UK researchers must be part of global efforts.

Regional aid

The United Kingdom should also consider continuing to
contribute to what is called ‘cohesion funding’. These are
EUfundsthatgo topoorerregions, andinclude funding for
research. Between 2014 and 2020, Britain’s less developed
regions —including thosein Wales, Cornwall and the north-
east of England —received €10.6 billionin cohesion funding.
Under EU rules, this contribution must be matched from
national sources, doubling the available money.

The government has pledged to replace some cohesion
funding through a ‘Shared Prosperity Fund’, and on a
visit to northeast England last week, science minister
Chris Skidmore promised to “level up” research funding
between the UK regions. Such an announcement could not
have come sooner. The government’s own datashow that,
in 2017-18, the northeast and Wales each received 2% of
Britain’s gross expenditure onresearch and development.
By contrast, 35% went to institutions in London and the
southeast of England.

Butataconference organized by the Institute for Public
Policy Research in Newcastle upon Tyne, UK, on 22 Jan-
uary, it was pointed out that the various regions will be
required to compete with each other for this new funding
—creating winners and losers. And there were fears that UK
funding for the poorest communities would be less than
what hasbeen obtained through EU funding. “Nothing I've
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heard says the government knows what to do to solve
the problems of the North of England,” said political
scientist Anand Menon, director of the UK ina Changing
Europe research programme.

The government needs to listen to these warningsif'it
is to make good on its promises. As the prime minister
and his senior advisers start to make decisions in the
coming months, leaders of the research community
must continue to use their influential voice and ensure
that UK researchers are generously funded, that under-
served communities do not lose out and that research
policies continuetoreflect aninternational consensus.

Dahrendorf’s wish

“The European Union is seen by many as a model. And
Britain must be part of that model.” The German-British
philosopher Ralf Dahrendorf wrote these words in
frustration in 1995 when a previous Conservative
UK government found itself in turmoil over Britain’s
relationship with the EU.

Dahrendorfwas unusually placedinthat he could see
Britain’s relationship with the EU from many sides. He
could see how EU membership was being interpreted
by some as a loss of sovereignty in a post-imperial
nation. But as a refugee from Nazi Germany who had
beenwelcomed by Britain, he also understood the EU’s
crucial importance as the backstop against a return to
authoritarianismin continental Europe.

Dahrendorf’s wish will be denied. But it is essential
that both the United Kingdom and the remaining
27 EU member states and EU institutions do not let
Brexit diminish that mission. The EU exists to protect
democracy and the rule of law. It ensures continued
peace and prosperity through negotiation and compro-
mise, through the freedomtotravel and trade, and by the
strong helping the weak — all catalysed by knowledge,
researchandinnovation. These are values to whichevery
nation must aspire, including the United Kingdom even
ifitisnolonger part of the EU.

What youwant
Natureto do next

We asked readers what we should
focus oninthe next decade. Here is what
yousaid.

ate last year, as Nature marked its 150th
anniversary, we spent time reflecting on our
values and how we could improve. We were keen to
hear fromyou, our readers, sowe putup asurvey
that asked: “What activity do you think is most
important for Nature to focus on over the next decade?”
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delighted to
see so many
readersurge
us tofocus
onglobal
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You'reright.”

More than 500 of you responded (thank you!) and four
things stood out. You would like Nature to make papers
and data easier to access; help readers to find and digest
research more easily; work toimprove research integrity;
and publish and communicate research that addresses
global challenges. These responses and the many
additional comments you sent will guide us as we chart a
course into the new decade.

Some readers urged us to improve accessibility in its
broadest sense. We should make research “easier for very
curious but nonspecialized peopletoread”, wrote one. We
strive to ensure that abstracts to research articles and all
our news and opinion content are clear and engaging for
readers from different fields and at different career stages.
Butit’simportant to be reminded, as another reader told
us, that palaeontology should be accessible to a neuro-
scientistand vice versa. It’'sequally important, as areader
from Mexico said, that we maintain “truthfulness and
impartiality in the global dissemination of science”.

We're pleased that many readers complimented Nature’s
daily Briefing, our round-up of essential readinginresearch
news from across the world. We want to do more to help
readers make sense of what can be an overwhelming
volume of information about new research.

Respondents also urged us to do more to make science
open by further embracing open access, open data and
reproducibility —including publishing peer-reviewed work
thatreproduces theresults of previous studies. These views
areinforming our direction. And quite a few readers asked
why Nature covers policy and politics in science; we see this
asanessential part of what we do because policy decisions
affectresearch andresearchers’lives, and because the out-
come of research affects policy decisions, too.

We're delighted to see so many readers urge us to focus
on global challenges. You're right. Nature is committed
to publishing and reporting in the areas that fall under
the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, and
2020 willbe abusy year. In October, countries that belong
to the UN Convention on Biological Diversity will meet
in Kunming, China, to update global goals to reduce bio-
diversity loss. The following month, world leaders will
gather in Glasgow, UK, to agree on a new and hopefully
more ambitious set of climate targets. Before that, in June,
representatives of many nations will convene in Lisbon with
scientists, businesses and campaign groups for the UN
Oceans Conference. We'll be covering all of these events.

You also told us in our poll that we should focus on
increasing the diversity of our authors and contributors.
We are redoubling our efforts here — and also reiterate
our commitment from last December to having no more
male-only speaker panels and organizing committees for
Nature events. At the same time, we fully recognize that
there is much more that we need to do.

Science, asonereader reminds us, isan essential part of
humanity’s heritage. “Ihope that Nature cankeep improv-
ing, and make [an] effort to preserve and selectimportant
information in a way that future generations can access
them easily.”

We very much agree.
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