SET

THEAGENDA
The President’s Address 2004
Professor John O’Reilly
FREng FIEE

www.iee.org/theiee/president

THE IEE, SAVOY PLACE, LONDON, WC2R 0BL
THURSDAY, 7TH OCTOBER 2004, 6.00 PM

“Advances in science, engineering
and technology (SET) and ensuring
that we have an adequate supply of
skilled people in these areas are
crucial to success – so much so that
it’s not so much a matter of ‘Set the
agenda’ as ‘SET, The Agenda’!”
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It is, as they say, ‘a truth universally acknowledged’ that we are in transition from the
‘industrial age’ to a ‘knowledge age’ – with ‘information age’ somewhere in there
too! Advances in science, engineering and technology (SET) and ensuring that we
have an adequate supply of skilled people in these areas are crucial to success – so
much so that it’s not so much a matter of ‘Set the agenda’ as ‘SET, The Agenda’!
Governments around the world are seeking to measure up to the challenge of
increasing national investment in research and innovation, exemplified in the UK
by the publication in July 2004 of a ten year science and innovation investment
framework which signals very clear commitment to developing the knowledge
economy. So what, then, are the implications for business and for the ‘science
base’ (universities and the like)? And what of research funding agencies? In the
UK, as elsewhere, many companies increasingly look towards universities for basic
research and there are some excellent examples of strategic partnerships that have
developed to provide for this. Particularly powerful are the three-way partnerships
wherein industry, universities and ‘arms-length’ funding agencies such as the
Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council (EPSRC) draw up a shared
agenda and secure mutually beneficial leverage from one another. The benefits
are far more than financial – or more than the immediately perceived financial.
Experience shows that greater engagement with universities encourages industry
to appreciate the need for and to ‘buy into’ the longer term, while universities find
that the more intimate engagement with industrially-inspired challenges can open
up new intellectual horizons for research.
And then there is the nature of research in the ‘knowledge age’, increasingly
recognised as inherently interdisciplinary. Of course, in one sense it was ever thus;
but never more so than today to an extent that has led Sir David Brown, our
outgoing (in both senses of the word) President, in discussing the implications for
the IEE and the engineering profession more generally, to coin the evocative
phrase ‘360° Interdisciplinarity’. The pace of change and the intimacy of interaction
have raised the bar considerably. There are profound implications for the way we
need to educate, train and support the continuing development and networking
needs of professionals in engineering and technology. This address will explore
these issues, drawing on examples to illustrate the importance of SET in general
and the particular benefits of interdisciplinary engagement in strong partnerships
based on industry and universities working together.
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