




Resolution for the revival of the Royal Geographical Society’s own field research.

Errors in the Statement of the Society’s Council against the Resolution
1. Grants to other researchers and expeditions

Every year during the past half century, the RGS has awarded grants to a great many expeditions and research projects.  The Society continues to award these grants, although the number awarded now has declined from a peak of over a hundred in some years of the late 1980s and early 1990s.  

Recipients of these grants were published each year. Hundreds of their reports are housed and available for study in the Society’s ‘Geography Outdoors’ department. They contain research from all parts of the world.  But the RGS cannot claim this as its own research, merely because it gave a grant to those who performed it.

Funds for these expedition grants derive from donations and bequests accumulated  during the past century. They are ring-fenced and cannot be used for any other purpose. They have always been totally separate from the Society’s own research projects, which have never used funds from them.  They would of course continue undiminished if RGS research were revived.   

The Council’s statement misleadingly mentions research from a few ventures supported during the past four years (bullet point 9), but not from the hundreds that were grant-aided in previous decades.  It also claims “we are achieving more high quality research publications p.a.” in this way (bullet point 10). This is wrong because: a) the output of these small ventures does not begin to compare with the huge corpus of books, refereed papers and chapters of top-quality research that emerged from the multidisciplinary projects; and b) it is not the Society’s own, to claim as “we are achieving”.

More seriously, the Council has wrongly and repeatedly implied that a revival of the Society’s own research would be at the expense of grants to others.  “Between 1977 and 2001 we focused on 11 large multi-disciplinary field research programmes” (b. p. 4).  (Actually, there were 18 such projects between the mid-1950s and mid-1990s.) And the Society did not “focus” on them at the expense of its grants or any of its other work.  

This misleading impression was repeated in letters from senior figures to academic geographers throughout British universities, to encourage them to vote against the Resolution.  One such message, from a former Vice-President, claimed that the Resolution called for the Society “to go back to a previous form of funding research which was through very large multidisciplinary projects… This would affect not only all the other research programmes (for academics, postgraduate and undergraduate students, school students, gap year participants, etc.) but also all the other vital work that the Society does in promoting geography.”  Not one of these predicted effects occurred in any way during the four decades during which the Society sent out its own research.  And the Resolution did not call for a revival of RGS own research at the expense of grants to others: the statement by its proposers mentioned the continuation of such grants.  However, the many misleading letters and e-mails like this one undoubtedly had a serious influence on voting by academic geographers.

A letter to The Times from the President and some of his predecessors on 9 May repeated this damaging error.  It asked whether the Society should mount “a limited number of eye-catching… expeditions…? Or should we support, as currently, a larger number of smaller field projects…?”  This pretended that it is an either/or choice; whereas grants to smaller expeditions have always coincided with the Society’s own research projects and always would.  This was amply shown in all RGS’s annual reports.

In recent years, in addition to the usual grants to smaller expeditions, the Society has given larger grants to a handful of research projects by academics.  These larger awards would also continue if the RGS’s own research projects were revived. 

This is possible because the funds for grants have increased. Ironically, four of the largest recent donations to the expedition fund came from donors inspired by the multidisciplinary projects: over £1 million from Ralph Brown who was on the Mulu (Sarawak) Expedition, The Thesiger Oman award from the Wahibah Sands Project, and two from Neville Shulman and the Slawsons who admired Nigel Winser’s work there.

2. The cost of multidisciplinary projects

The Council statement says: “If the resolution is passed there will be damaging consequences [sic, italics]. The balance of our activities will change, some will end.” (b.p. 12).  It then claims that organizing its own research projects “cost the Society considerable staff time and overheads”, so that their revival would involve it in raising huge sums “beyond existing budgets” and will substantially reduce its fundraising capacity for other activities.

All these statements and allegations are wrong.  The Society’s published accounts and annual reports for every year between the 1960s and mid-1990s disprove them.  The 18 projects during that period were all financially independent of the Society.  Each had its own budget, raised all its own finance, and did not draw on RGS funds (or funds earmarked to support small expeditions) in any way.  None of them added a single person to the Society’s payroll or overhead.  And they all broke even or made a surplus paid to the Society.

Two reasons why these projects were financially successful and cost-effective were: 

1) The research objectives of the project as a whole and its individual members were so good that they attracted bid-for research funding from foundations and companies.  Such grants are tightly restricted to the research they are funding.  They would not have been available as unrestricted grants towards RGS core costs; and funding for educational and other work has to be sought from different sources.  
2)  Most of the projects went in response to an invitation from the host country or in close liaison with its scientists. They therefore benefited from camps (often purpose-built) or other facilities provided by the host country.  (This was true of projects in Mato Grosso (Brazil), Turkhana (Kenya), Sarawak (Malaysia), Karakoram (Pakistan), Kimberley (Australia), Kora (Kenya), Roraima (Brazil), Wahibah (Oman), Badia (Jordan), Mkomazi (Tanzania), Temburong (Brunei).) 
 Only two of the 18 projects were led by RGS staff – one by the Director and another by the Deputy Director, both of whom were pleased to do this in addition to their other duties because of the benefits to science and the RGS.  All the other projects were led and manned by scientists, academics or volunteers who were not employed by the RGS.  Hundreds of researchers from the UK and abroad were eager to participate because the projects provided such good research conditions, with all the paperwork, permissions, transport, accommodation, catering, medical and other logistics organized by the project itself.  Administration staff were either volunteers from the UK or were recruited locally and paid by the project itself.

3. Research projects and the Society’s reputation
The Council’s statement says that a revival of the RGS’s own research projects will (not ‘might’) jeopardise “our current high profile and strong reputation” (b.p. 15).  This extraordinary claim is contrary to all evidence.  

The Society’s reputation derives in part from its collections, meetings and lectures, journals and educational work.  But in public opinion it is most admired for the expeditions and discoveries launched during its 179-year history.  The post-war multidisciplinary projects greatly enhanced that reputation, with extensive media, television and radio coverage in the UK and abroad. 

A score of academic books, hundreds of papers in refereed journals, great collections, and a wealth of applied research to help local communities, resulted from the projects.  In addition to the high esteem that they brought to the RGS in scientific circles, the projects were warmly welcomed by governments of host countries.  The presidents or rulers of Brazil, Tanzania, Pakistan, Jordan, Oman and Brunei all publicly praised the projects in their countries, as did successive presidents of the RGS in their annual presidential addresses (all published in the Geographical Journal).  More importantly, lasting bonds were developed between British scientists and colleagues in host countries, some of whom are now in senior positions.  

Doing no research adds nothing to the Society’s reputation.  At a time of great environmental concern, decision-makers need a flow of reliable field data.  Many British charities and institutes have teams in the field all over the world that deliver such data, and all funded by research grants. The RGS should also have such research of its own, in addition to the grants that it has always awarded to others. 


