28 April 2009 

Sir Gordon Conway 

President, Royal Geographical Society (with IBG). 

Dear Sir Gordon, 

Thoughts on the Resolution at the Special General Meeting – 18th May 2009 
Working at Durham University, since completing my PhD in Geography based on fieldwork in Tunisia, I have been continually and centrally involved in rural-based research and development projects in the Middle East, principally in Oman and Jordan. During this time I have, amongst other commitments, been Deputy Leader and Scientific Coordinator of the Oman Wahiba Sands project, 1985-87, and the UK Director (with a Jordanian counterpart) of the Jordan Badia Research and Development Programme / Centre, 1992 to the present day, both of which were initiated by the RGS. 

I greatly applaud the fact that the RGS has in recent years has provided grants totalling some £500,000 to 145 field-based research projects in 65 countries. The strength of this lies in its range and diversity, and no doubt the grants have helped people start, develop or maintain their careers as field researchers. But an average size of grant of £3,500 does not allow a lot of time in the field nor does it allow much inter-disciplinarity of approach, nor the freedom to observe change through time nor the opportunity to build long-term trust or collaboration with host country researchers, nor the occasion or incentive to impact on policy or its implementation. 

The RGS statement says that some SLRPs ‘were successful, others less so’. But no doubt, of the 145 small projects you have funded it could be said that some were successful, others less so. No one is advocating the support of either small or large projects or programmes that are not likely to yield good research. But it is important also to recognise that success can be measured in contexts wider than ‘more high quality research publications’ (important as these most certainly are). For example, the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE; 2006/49: 2), no less, speaks of the importance of ‘Public engagement’, which involves ‘specialists in higher education listening to, developing their understanding of, and interacting with, non-specialists’. Durham University (which gives high priority to research) has recently noted that: ‘While the term [public engagement] was scarcely heard of even

a decade ago, it is being increasingly seen as a key function of higher education institutions’ (Quality Enhancement at Durham, Issue 9, 2009). 

Thus Durham University in its recent extended statement about its aims and activities (Creating the Future, 2008) has been proud to state that: “The Badia Research and Development Programme has been operating since 1992 and aims to improve the quality of life for all inhabitants of the Badia through sustainable development, while linking the economy through national development policies and plans. This work has led to a wide range of links embracing schools, undergraduates, postgraduates and collaborative research across the whole University, with most of the universities in Jordan. Examples of collaboration include joint workshops on the theme of Globalisation, Deprivation and Economy; developments in Interfaith Studies with prince Hassan of Jordan and an agreement with Jordan’s National Energy Research Centre for collaborative development of a wind energy generator designed by Durham’s School of Engineering’. None of this would have been possible without the initial RGS long-term vision or the key dimension of time that this provided, and of course time is the essential and critical difference between the RGS’s many short projects and the potential that can be provided by a concentration of resources in a single large programme. The Badia work in Jordan has generated some 20 PhDs, numerous Master dissertations, two multi-author books published in the UK, one special edition of Applied Geography and many other papers and recommendations (thus very adequately demonstrating its research output), as well as creating a unique team of Jordanian Badia specialists and excellent experience of field-testing R&D projects based on the initial research. Measurable output compared with RGS total initial input has been enormous. And the opportunity still exists for the RGS (through whatever committee covers the Middle East or arid lands) to re-engage with the work, at very little cost but at potentially very considerable gain. 

In summary, I believe that there is a place, alongside the many small projects that the RGS rightly supports, for an occasional large longer-term programme carefully shaped to deliver not only research outputs but also ‘public engagement’. Of course, such a programme has to be properly funded and organised, and this in active partnership with the host country, in ways that do not threaten other RGS activities. A ‘flagship’ programme can also be inspirational for young geographers. Rather than turn down the motion by the Beagle Campaign (and alienate that root of the membership) why not ask the activists to demonstrate what they can do to achieve their self-defined ambitions? 
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Yours sincerely, 

Roderic Dutton 

cc Beagle Campaign
