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‘Sir, Your report of the meeting of the Commons science and technology committee's investigation into the possible closure of the University of Sussex chemistry department ("University body seeks powers to protect sciences", March 29) rightly highlights issues with the method of funding that need to be tackled.

Aside from the academic and funding issues - which are critical - the situation in respect of science education generally and chemistry education particularly is now in serious danger of impacting on economic performance.

The Chemical Industries Association - the organisation that represents chemical businesses in the UK - is calling for a fundamental repositioning of science education in the UK right through from primary school to university. We believe it is vital that government takes a more holistic look at science education.

It is not all bad. There are some good things happening. At the youngest age ranges, schoolchildren and their teachers have a unique opportunity to get involved in and influence chemistry through the University of York's Chemical Industry Education Centre's children challenging industry initiative. The primary science enhancement programme, also based at York, then develops opportunities for older children and teachers to appreciate the impact science has on all our lives. While we need to do more, a good place to start might be to build on initiatives such as those we support at the Chemical Industry Education Centre.

Our concern, despite some good work, is that science education seems to be in danger of being marginalised. It is, for example, very disappointing that the government's recently published education and inspection bill contains no place for a diploma in science among the specialised diploma lines. Why is this? Also, why is 40 per cent of A-level chemistry taught by non-chemists?

And then, of course, we have the issue of chemistry department closures at our universities. Sussex is only the latest in a long line.

Individual universities are, of course, important but of much more concern is the continuing trend of such closures. If the trend is unchecked will our young people who wish to study chemistry and chemical engineering have no choice but to go overseas?

The Chemical Industries Association fully supports the CBI in its assertion that Britain's proud and justifiable claim to be the home of clusters of science and engineering skills is becoming more difficult to prove. In order to reverse this trend we must re-energise our science education, support our teachers and lecturers, build stronger collaboration between "science" industries and "science" education and above all we must provide leadership to the most important people in this relationship - the children and students of our future. They deserve better and we cannot afford to wait much longer.’
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