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●
Although the oldest scientific learned societies
can be traced back to the middle of the 17th
century, most of the major UK learned societies

in the biological sciences were founded in the late 19th
century or the first half of the 20th century. This was part
of a worldwide expansion of learned and professional
societies in general (see Fig. 1), although the rate of form-
ation seems to have dropped off in the last three decades.
What of the future? New societies will continue to form,
to cater for emerging branches of the science, or special
interest groups, but these might also be interpreted as
failure of the established societies to evolve appropriately.

Service to members and the science will be the key to
continued support. Most learned societies were founded
primarily to hold scientific meetings and provide an
opportunity for members to network – although they
would not have used the word in those days. Increasingly,
we need to look at the total quality of our meetings, not
just the science. This remains paramount, but the
standards of facilities and other services provided are also
important. Meetings have to be enjoyable as well as
informative. Cheap air travel has made it possible to
invite the best speakers from overseas, but has also made
it easier to attend meetings overseas. The competition on
quality and content will be increasingly global – until
CO2 emissions are at last taken seriously. Then perhaps
the cyberconference will reign supreme.

Many learned societies have relied in the past on
surpluses from their publications as a major component
of their income, to support their charitable objectives.
The advent of online publication has brought additional
costs, and threats, to the traditional type of subscription
income. The story is still unfolding: scientific
publishing is experiencing the biggest revolution since
Gutenberg. The logic of the Web is to maximize access
and linkage, but these benefits carry implicit threats to
our current business models and academic procedures.
Powerful voices are arguing that the interests of authors
and readers are best served if access to content is free.
Those publishers who already derive a substantial
proportion of their income from page charges, such as
many of the US learned societies, are already half way to a
model where authors are charged fees for peer review,
editing and technical preparation of articles for free-
access publication. This would have to be matched – as it
has in the US – by a transfer of budgets from libraries to
research grants.

The threat to peer review and journal brand identity
posed by proposals such as PubMed Central should
become clearer in the first few years of the new
millennium. There is resistance to the idea of loosening
quality controls, but movement may be technology-
driven, leading to new paradigms for quality assessment.
The current perceived ranking of journals provides a
convenient if somewhat crude stratification of quality by
which papers are judged. The incredibly detailed
information available for online journals about which
individual articles are being accessed and cited already
offers a more sophisticated way of assessing and indeed
managing impact.

Learned societies are of value to society because they
are different. They are able to make a contribution 
to intellectual and material well being because they 
are independent of government, research councils,
universities, etc., relatively unconstrained and able to
target their activities for maximum effectiveness and
added value. It is ironic that the 20th century, which has
seen so many benefits from scientific progress, should
end with the emergence of a virulent culture of
‘antiscience’, where the arguments are often expressed
more in terms of narrow fanaticism than balanced logic.
The learned societies, individually and in co-operation,
must increase their activities in support of education and
public understanding, to help allay this distrust.

For the learned societies in general, the new
millennium will also see continued evolution of some
well-established trends. It is unlikely that members in
the universities, research institutes and elsewhere will
see any decrease in the load posed by audit procedures
such as research assessment exercises, teaching quality
assurance, benchmarking and continuing professional
development, on top of the core activities of their 
jobs. They must be able to protect the most important

Some threats and opportunities 
for learned societies in the new
millennium
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Fig. 1. Foundation of learned and and professional societies

The data refer to learned and professional societies of all types, which are still active, 
and were derived from information published by the University of Waterloo Scholarly
Societies Project http://www.lib.uwaterloo.ca/society/ 

Microbiologists will
always be needed,
but what lies ahead
for the professional
bodies that
represent them?
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things they bring to society
activities, in determining
policy and in professional
and scientific affairs. In
doing this, they will 
need increasing executive
support. This is not a
serious problem for 
the large, well-founded
societies, but may be
difficult for smaller
societies without large
financial reserves, which
still rely on members for
administrative inputs.

Finally, there will be
changes in the ways in
which the societies operate
as registered charities, and
for those that are, limited
companies. The Charity
Commission is increasingly
concerned with how
charities achieve their
objectives and utilize their
resources, and the new
Companies Act, due in
2002, will no doubt bring
further changes.

The outlook is busy!

● Ron Fraser, 
Executive Secretary

This article is based on a 
paper given at a seminar, 
‘The Future of Learned and
Professional Societies’,
organized by the Foundation
for Science and Technology
and the Association of
Learned and Professional
Society Publishers, and
includes points made by some of
the other speakers.

Funding
More JIF awards

●The second tranche of
awards from the Joint

Infrastructure Fund, bankrolled by 
a partnership between the UK
government and biomedical charity
the Wellcome Trust, has been
announced. Almost £320 million 
of new investment will be made to
upgrade or provide new research
facilities in universities. 45 projects
in 27 institutions will be funded. The
remainder of the available funds
will be allocated in the final three
rounds of bids which close in 2000. 

European research
funding

●The Framework
Programme Five (FP5),

giving full details of research areas
open to biotechnology and life
science organizations, is now
available. 15 billion euros is on offer
to fund research, clinical and field
trials. The following research areas
are open for collaborative research
proposal submissions in March: new
therapeutic substances; in vitro
testing as an alternative to animal
testing; bioprocesses to improve
industrial efficiency; innovative
bioremediation and biodegradation
technology; high-value products/
processes derived from microbes,
plants and animals; functional
biomolecules.

Gene flow in plants
and micro-organisms

●BBSRC and NERC have
launched a new scheme to

fund research on aspects of the
impact of GM crops and micro-
organisms, including potential
benefits, with particular emphasis
on optimizing the process of DNA
insertion and understanding the
consequences of gene flow. The
closing date for applications is 
15 May 2000. Full details of the
initiative and application forms are
available on the BBSRC website:
www.bbsrc.ac.uk

Education
Biotechnology and
bacterial friends and
foes

●Recently issued by the
BBSRC, this 16-page

booklet for post-16 students gives
examples of how research is
helping in the battle against disease-
causing bacteria and offering new
opportunities to use beneficial
bacteria in agricultural, food and
pharmaceutical industries. It also
covers the diverse roles of bacteria
in the environment. Illustrated with
colour photographs, single copies
are free from BBSRC, Polaris
House, North Star Avenue, Swindon
SN2 1UH (www.bbsrc.ac.uk).

Classifying microbes

●A large and colourful poster
showing examples of the

main groups of micro-organisms –
bacteria, archaebacteria, protozoa,
algae, fungi and viruses – has been
produced by PCET Wallcharts.
Aimed at post-16 biology students,
it is also suitable for use with Key
Stages 3 and 4 as an introduction
to the diverse nature of microbes.
The key features of each group 
are highlighted and the poster is
accompanied by a set of more
detailed teacher’s notes with
references and a glossary. SGM and
MISAC acted as advisers to the
publishers. The poster costs £7.75
+ VAT from Pictorial Charts
Educational Trust, 27 Kirchen Rd,
London W13 0UD (Tel. 020 8567
5343; e-mail info@pcet.co.uk).

Communications
Life Sciences Directory online

●Portland Press have released the Life Science Directory,
containing the membership lists of the Biochemical Society,

British Society for Immunology, Genetical Society, Medical Research
Society and Society for Endocrinology online at www.lifescientists.org
The Directory is searchable by name or address field. It contains 14,000
entries, with details of the name, address, telephone, fax, e-mail and
society membership of each person. The Directory also contains an online
products and services section, indexed by subject and company name.

FEMS 2000

●FEMS celebrated its 25th birthday in November 1999. To mark 
the event, a range of new activities has been planned and the logo

redesigned. The new FEMS website offers up-to-date information on all
activities of the Federation and will host web pages for member societies.
Check out the changes on www.fems-microbiology.org

CTI Biology Factsheets

●Various aspects of computer-assisted learning and teaching are
explained in detail in the CTI Biology handouts. Recent issues

include: Computer-assisted assessment (using computers to design and
deliver objective tests); Computer-mediated communication (creating an
online discussion environment to support student learning); and Simulation
in biology teaching (helping students understand dynamic systems in the
real world using software such as Bacterial Growth 3, Bioquest, etc.). 
See www.liv.ac.uk/ctibiol.html for further information.

Safe transport of 
micro-organisms

●Brian Mahy and John Mackenzie have prepared a report for 
the International Union of Microbiological Societies (IUMS) on

Transportation of Biological Materials. They have surveyed recent
documentation and regulations and conclude that the microbiological
community should maintain constant vigilance to ensure that unnecessary
restrictions are not imposed. Guidelines for the Safe Transport of Infectious
Substance and Diagnostic Specimens (published by the WHO in 1997)
provides a firm basis for future requirements of microbiologists, including
those involved in the preservation and maintenance of culture collections.

Pharmaceutical giants

●Several company mergers have taken place recently which could
have a knock-on effect for the career prospects of microbiologists.

Glaxo Wellcome and SmithKline Beecham will join to form the world’s
largest pharmaceutical company, with 7.3 % of the global drugs market.
The new company, to be called Glaxo SmithKline, will be based in the UK
but run from the States. Hoeschst of Germany has merged with Rhone
Poulenc of France to form Aventis and AstraZeneca and Novartis are
spinning off their agrochemicals division to form Syngenta. Pfizer is
negotiating to take over Warner-Lambert and Monsanto is changing its
name. Several biotechnological companies are also regrouping.


