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Spain has forgotten her scientists

The politicians of newly democratic Spain are delaying urgent
decisions on the future of science, writes Pedro Puigdomenech

R i g .
WO and a half vears have elapsed
since the death of General Franco
and the end of almost forty vears of
dictatorial rule over Spain. The country
is making a transition to a democratic
political system in the middle of an
international cconomic crisis, and one
that hits Spain to a greater measurc
than other western countries. This
means that the process of political
reform is accompanied by reorganisa-
tion of the econamy.
In the last ten years research and
development in Spain was kept around

0.37% of the gross national product
(GNP).. This figure is below the
minimum of 1%, recommended by

OECD and puts Spain, with Greece and
Portugal, far behind the other OECD
countries, Spain is now spending more
(0,47, of GNP) on the importation of
foreign technology than in rescarch.
This is rather serious for the future
of a country which claims to be the
tenth industrial power of the world.
Part of the problem resides in the
fact that most Spanish industries arc
either too small to afford any com-
petitive research or are dominated by
foreign companies that prefer o do
their rescarch elsewhere. This means,
for instance, that industry offers very
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few opportuiities for science graduates,
So students and professors often feel
that their efforts are useless; and all
this in a society which cares very little
about the problems of university
training. :

Another problem is the organisation
of Spanish resecarch which is mainly
carricd out under the auspices of state
bodies such as the Consejo Superior de
Investigaciones Cientificas (CSIC) and
only to a minor extent in the Univer-
sities. These institutions are so marked
by the practices of the previous regime
that many people think that an increase
in funding would be uscless unless it is
accompanied by radical reforms. In the
process of political and economic re-
organisation now under way Spain has
the unigue opportunity of being able
to create a new science policy which
is in agrecement with the economic de-
velopment and the future needs of the
country.

The CSIC was founded at the end of
the Spanish Civil War (1939) in order
to “reconstruct the unity of science
broken by rationalism™. During the
40 vyears of its existence the CSIC
developed a huge burcaucratic system
filled with pcople mostly nominated for
political reasons and without the par-
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ticipation of scientists. So it can be
understood why the first reform of
CSIC was to abolish its whole internal
organisation.

Universitics are overcrowded, after a
boom in the number of students over
the last ten years. This has imposed a
large teaching load on the professors,
und is one of the reasons why Spanish
Universitics are very far from doing
the amount of rescarch necessary to
offer proper training facilities.

Many problems are common to both
the CSIC and universities, and the lack
of an adequate financing is one of
them. The CSIC budget increased in
the last vears at a rate just comparable
to inflation, but as salaries rose more
quickly, stall expenditures corresponded
to 859 of its budget in 1975, Almost
nothing is left for running costs, The
problem is worse in universities where
only the number of students and pro-
fessors are normally taken into account
in the distribution of credits. There is
in theory a fund for research in univer-
sities (IFIU) but it is distributed regard-
less of the research being done in the
departments. The best one can cxpect
is that the FIU will be spent on the
students practical courses. Normally
rescarch in universities serves only fo
create PhDs; research work just stops
after it.

Universities and the CSIC have a
similar system of staff selection. This is
a peculiar system of nationwide contest
called “oposiciones™. Tt consists of a
series of examinations, written, oral
and practical. In the university they
emphasise  breadth of knowledge, so
militating against specialised people.
Research experience hardly favours a
candidate at all. In any case the result
is normally known in advance or can
be forccast by looking at the composi-
tion of the jury.

Appointments to the CSIC involve
somewhat different criteria but there
the question is that staff positions are
very rare. Scientific staff in CS1C has
increased less than 107 in the last six
years. So the average age of rescarch
staff—47 in 1971—has been increasing
since then.

The winners of “oposiciones™ are
considered to be civil servants. There
is no control at all on their activity but
no possibility of a research career in
front of them, Tn contrast a high pro-
portion of the research (1007 in
certain laboratorics and departments)
is done by staff ‘under contract’. These
contracts are for one year which means
that most of the stalfl starts each year
without a contract and will begin to be
paid perhaps four months later. This
situation can hardly be said to en-
courage research,

With very few exceptions, both CSIC
institutes and University departments
are far too small to be viable. The
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average number of posts in the CSIC
institutes is 7 with very often more
than 7 different lines of research being
followed. More than 30 institutes have
three positions or less. University de-
partments have normally only onc full
professor and thercfore no stable re-
scarch groups of viable size. At the
same time administrative work is multi-
plicd increasing the bureaucratisation
ol the staff.

Finully most of research institutes
are in Madrid, where 709, of the CSIC
stall are concentrated. This is especially
serious for Spain where most of the
industry is in two areas. Catalonia and
the Basque Country. While only 59,
of the CSIC research staff is in Cata-
lonia, not a single research centre exists
in the Basque Country; even the uni-
versity has only recently been Tounded.
It is not surprising then that research
in Spain has no link with industry,

To coordinate the science policy in
Spain an ‘Advisory Commission for
Scientific and Technical Research to
the Prime Minister’ was created in
1938, Its main function in recent years
has been to distribute a fund (Fondo
Nacional para el Desarrollo de la
Investigacion Cientifica v Técnica) that
has been the only source of credit for
rescarch groups. This fund has the big
advantage that credits are distributed to
specific research projects that can last
from one to four years. But. because af
the poverty of the institutes and depart-
ments,  everything—f{rom salaries to
running expenditures—is  paid  from
these grants. This, plus the political
desire to satisfy everyone, means that
the fund is split into a large number of
grants of insufticient size for the work
to be undertaken.

For instance the latest available data
(1975) show that 604, of the fund was
divided among nearly’ 400 projects.
totally unrelated one to another, to
which less than 5 million pesctas
($60,000) were attributed for 4 vears.
Only 80 projects got more than this
figure and they were limited to a small
number of lauboratories mostly  in
Madrid. The amount of credit is un-
related to the research topic and there
is a widespread feeling that the credils
received are independent of the quality
of the proposed project.

However, it is especially difficult to
organise an objective system of grant
distribution in such a small scientific
community as there is frequently only
one specialist in any particular subject.
This causes difficulties quite apart from
the tendency to favour friends which
some people claim to be the tvpical
Spanish way of taking decisions. This
is the reason why it has been proposed
that foreign referees should be asked
to take part. at least in grant
committees,

Another important source of funds

now declining was a programme of
lellowships designed to train research
workers (Plan de Formacién de
Personal  Investigador) that  included
financial help (o laboratories. This has
resulted in a large number of trained
people. many with experience in labora-
tories abroad, who have not been able
to find positions in the CSIC or in-
dustry.  Therefore Spain  has now
hundreds of well trained reseuarch
people cither underemployed in Spain
or working abroad (it has been calcu-
fated that 759 of Spanish physicists
working in research are abroad),

The change to a more democratic
system of government has led to great
hope in the Spanish scientific com-
munity. It should mean the end of an
arbitrary, antiscientific system. In the
last two years new ideas and proposals
have appeared and, for the first time,
they are openly discussed. Commissions
of scientific planning have been created
in Parliament and a restricted ‘Cabinct
for Research and Development’ has
met for the first time in many years

Some reforms have already begun. In
Junuary 1977 the whole bureaucratic
system  of  CSIC  was abolished—
although the CSIC still exists in name
—and a new Statute issued in January
1978, Tt includes a Scientific Council
with  members  elected by scientists
60 and a system for sclection of
directors of institutes in which the staff
of institutes takes part. Long-term
projects have been announced—such as
a General Law for Scientific and
Technological Research and a Law for
Universities,

Nevertheless. the main decisions have
not been taken and the state of re-
search 1s very uncertain in the near
future. A new team has been appointed
for direction of CSIC, but it is the
third in two wvears. The Advisory
Commission, that may include some
scientists from the first time, is pre-
paring a National Plan for Research.
Planning is essential for a country with
limited financial resources but it is
dangerous if it does not take into
account the state of Taboratories and
the experience existing in them. How-
ever, the fund this Commission ad-
ministrates muay disappear: and it was
the main source of credits for research.
Autonomous governments have been
appointed in several parts of Spain,
beginning with Catalonia and the
Basque Country. A congress of Catalan
scientists asked recently for rescarch to
be put under the control of auton-
omous authorities, but such decisions
arc being taken very slowly.

There are several cxplanations for
the delay that may cast a shadow on
the scientists’ hopes. All the reforms
are being proposed in the midst of a
deep economic crisis, and when there
are other urgent political problems.
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Above: the science faculty of the 750-year-old
University of Salamanca. Opposite: over-
crowding at the same University.

People in office do not seem to consider
science as an urgent matler, and there-
fore very few things have changed.
Opposition parties share the responsi-
bility for this because they include only
vague proposals for research in their
political ~ programmes. Among the
peculiarities of the Spanish approach to
democracy is the fact that pcople who
were in some of the key posts in the
preceding regime remain there. There-
fore many people doubt their ability to
introduce the necessary reforms.
Hundreds of Spanish scientists are
now waiting for the decisions to be
taken in the next few months. Some of
them are abroad wating to come back
if there is a minimum of change to
enable serious work to be done. Some
of them live in a continuous state of
frustration under the precarious con-
ditions in Spain. They are prepared to
take part in the construction of the
new cconomic and political system, if
they are given a chance. In 1971 an
OECD report on Spanish science con-
cluded: **WNo nation if it is not to
jeopardise its national character, can
afford to be dependent for long on
creative scientific activity carried out
elsewhere™. In 1978 it is to be seen if
the newly democratic Spain will accept
the challenge. ]
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