
20 September 2011

The Right Hon. David Cameron PC MP
10 Downing Street
London

Dear Prime Minister,

Burt Totaro FRS
Lowndean Professor of Astronomy and Geometry

The future of the MATHEMATICAL SCIENCES in the UK

We wish to approach you following recent developments at the Engineering and Physical
Sciences Council which are likely to cause irreversible damage to the mathematical sciences in
Britain.

The issue here is not cuts, but how to make the most effective use of limited science resources.

EPSRC’s model is one of central planning and micro-managing research. Civil servants in an
unaccountable quango are picking winners, deciding which science to fund based on their
perception of strategic priorities. They call it Shaping Capability.

In July 2011 they decided to stop funding research fellowships in all areas of the mathematical
sciences other than statistics and applied probability. This will force many of our best PhD
students to leave the country to get their first academic job, and will prevent us from attracting
the best foreign postdoctoral researchers. Postdoctoral fellowships are an essential part of the
pipeline that allows some PhDs to become leading scientists. If EPSRC continues this policy,
British mathematics will face mediocrity in a decade.

Mathematics is a bedrock on which reside science, engineering and technology, finance and
economics, the study of weather and the environment, and much of the modern economy. As
any subject becomes better understood, it becomes more quantitative, so that the role of math-
ematics becomes more important. Businesses in the fastest growing sectors, from Google to
medical imaging to financial services, are desperate to employ mathematicians. As technology
advances, mathematics will become yet more important to our economy.

It is foolhardy to claim that one part of mathematics is the only useful one. Business applica-
tions of mathematics often come from the most surprising and unpredictable sources. Internet
security and bank transactions depend on a wide range of mathematics including number
theory. Mobile phones rely on mathematical analysis, combinatorial algorithms and statistics
as well as on electrical engineering.

Unfortunately, this is a trend that the bureaucrats at EPSRC have not spotted, partly because
they refuse to consult mathematicians. The damage to the UK in running down what is now a
superb mathematics community (containing for instance six winners of the Fields medal – the
maths Nobel prize) will be heavy.
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UK mathematics is under-resourced already. In 2009/10, EPSRC slashed its funding of re-
search grants in the mathematical sciences (the other main type of research funding besides
fellowships) to 12 million, from 24.2 million only two years before. The UK’s competitors
would find that decision hard to understand. The US is increasing its research grants in the
mathematical sciences despite the recession, because of the prospect of long-term growth
founded on research. The UK’s small investment in mathematics must be used wisely.

Instead, EPSRC decided to scrap fellowships in most of the mathematical sciences without any
meaningful consultation with the UK mathematics community. The decision does not reflect
any analysis, carries no explanation and is little more than a bureaucratic fiat. It disregards in
letter and in spirit the 2010 International Review of Mathematical Sciences in the UK – com-
missioned by EPSRC itself – which expressed concern that an “excessive EPSRC top-down
direction of research restricts innovation”.

Under pressure, EPSRC is now considering whether it might fund fellowships in some other
topics of its choosing at some later date. One may question how reassuring this is. If EPSRC
does not immediately restore fellowships in all the mathematical sciences, this year’s best
young mathematicians will be lost to the UK. Our foreign competitors do not hesitate to hire
the top UK talent.

Given the refusal of EPSRC and its Chief Executive to engage seriously and meaningfully
with UK mathematicians and their representatives, we are compelled to approach you, Prime
Minister, as a last resort, asking you to reverse this EPSRC policy and instruct EPSRC to act to
the long-term benefit of UK mathematics, in a dialogue with UK mathematicians.

Yours sincerely,

Sir Michael Atiyah OM FRS Alan Baker FRS Sir Michael Berry FRS
Honorary Professor, University
of Edinburgh; Fields Medallist,
Abel Prize winner, President of the
Royal Society 1990–1995

Emeritus Professor of Pure Math-
ematics, University of Cambridge;
Fields Medallist

Melville Wills Professor of Physics
(Emeritus), University of Bristol;
Wolf Prize winner

Andrew Blake FRS John Coates FRS Simon Donaldson FRS
Microsoft Distinguished Scientist,
Managing Director, Microsoft
Research Cambridge

Sadleirian Professor of Pure Mathe-
matics, University of Cambridge

Royal Society Research Professor,
Imperial College London; Fields
Medallist, Shaw Prize winner

Peter Donnelly FRS FMedSci Marcus du Sautoy OBE Richard Durbin FRS
Professor of Statistical Science
and Director of the Wellcome
Trust Centre for Human Genetics,
University of Oxford

Simonyi Professor for the Public
Understanding of Science and Pro-
fessor of Mathematics, University
of Oxford

Joint Head of Human Genetics,
Wellcome Trust Sanger Institute;
Honorary Professor of Applied
Mathematics and Theoretical
Physics, University of Cambridge
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Peter Goddard CBE FRS Tim Gowers FRS Peter Green FRS
Director of the Institute for Ad-
vanced Study, Princeton

Royal Society 2010 Anniversary
Research Professor, University of
Cambridge; Fields Medallist

Emeritus Professor of Statistics,
University of Bristol

Arieh Iserles Ari Laptev Michael Richard Lynch OBE
FREng

Professor in Numerical Analysis of
Differential Equations, University
of Cambridge

Professor of Pure Mathematics,
Imperial College London; Director
of the Mittag-Leffler Institute,
President of the European Mathe-
matical Society 2007–2010

Founder and Chief Executive of
Autonomy Corporation

Robert, Lord May of Oxford,
OM AC Kt FRS

Michael J.D. Powell FRS Elmer Rees CBE FRSE

Professor of Zoology, Oxford
University; President of the Royal
Society 2000–2005

John Harvey Plummer Professor
of Applied Numerical Analysis
(Emeritus), University of Cam-
bridge

Professor of Mathematics, Uni-
versity of Bristol; Director of the
Heilbronn Institute 2005–2009

Caroline Series Ian N Stewart FRS Trevor Stuart FRS
Professor of Mathematics, Univer-
sity of Warwick

Professor of Mathematics (Emeri-
tus), University of Warwick

Senior Research Investigator, Impe-
rial College London

Richard Thomas Burt Totaro FRS Nick Trefethen FRS

Professor of Pure Mathematics,
Imperial College London

Lowndean Professor of Astronomy
and Geometry, University of
Cambridge

Professor of Numerical Analysis,
University of Oxford; President
of the Society for Industrial and
Applied Mathematics

Alex Wilkie FRS
Fielden Professor of Pure Mathe-
matics, University of Manchester

cc: The Rt Hon. Alex Salmond MSP, First Minister of Scotland
The Rt Hon. Carwyn Jones AM, First Minister of Wales
The Rt Hon. Ed Miliband MP, Leader of the Opposition
The Rt Hon. Nick Clegg MP, Deputy Prime Minister
The Rt Hon. Owen Paterson MP, Secretary of State for Northern Ireland
The Rt Hon. David Willetts MP, Minister of State for Universities and Science
The Hon. Andrew Miller MP, Chair, Science and Technology Committee
The Hon. Gavin Barwell MP, Science and Technology Committee
The Hon. Gregg McClymont MP, Science and Technology Commitee
The Hon. Stephen McPartland MP, Science and Technology Committee
The Hon. Stephen Metcalfe MP, Science and Technology Committee
The Hon. David Morris MP, Science and Technology Committee
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The Hon. Stephen Mosley MP, Science and Technology Committee
The Hon. Pamela Nash MP, Science and Technology Committee
The Hon. Jonathan Reynolds MP, Science and Technology Committee
The Hon. Graham Stringer MP, Science and Technology Committee
The Rt Hon. Roger Williams MP, Science and Technology Committee
The Hon. Therese Coffey MP PhD
The Hon. Julian Huppert MP PhD
Sir Adrian Smith FRS, Director General, Knowledge and Innovation, BIS
Professor Sir Paul Nurse FRS FMedSci, President of the Royal Society
David Clive Wilson, Baron Wilson of Tillyorn, KT GCMG PRSE, President of the Royal Society
of Edinburgh
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