Special funding to support SARS research

**********************************

The following is issued on behalf of the Research Grants Council:

The Research Grants Council (RGC) announced today (May 16) the launch of a special scheme to support Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) research.

A total of $12 million has been allocated out of the Central Allocation Vote of the University Grants Committee (UGC) for the RGC to fund urgent academic research work which can help Hong Kong in the fight against the SARS epidemic.  
Out of the sum, $10 million will be allocated as special project grants to support research work dedicated to the investigation of immediate issues directly related to SARS.

 Applications for the grant are now being invited from the eight UGC-funded institutions.  Allocation will be based on the usual peer-review process of the RGC and academic quality is the primary funding criterion. Funding will be released to the successful applicants in July 2003.

In addition, an emergency grant of $1 million has been allocated to each of the two medical faculties at The Chinese University of Hong Kong and The University of Hong Kong to support and strengthen their further efforts in combating the SARS disease.

Speaking at a press briefing to launch the scheme, Professor Kenneth Young, Chairman of the RGC said: “SARS has been affecting many parts of the world and is the biggest crisis facing Hong Kong at the moment.”
“The battle against the disease is an area in which academic research should and can uniquely make a contribution.  I hope this special scheme will go some way to encourage and support urgent research on this particular front.

“Indeed, our two local medical faculties have been playing a very critical role at the forefront and, working closely with other research institutions, they have already made significant headway in fighting and understanding SARS,” he said.

“By any measure, their achievements have been very impressive.  This owes very much to the research capability of our universities which has been built up with the continuous support from the RGC over time,” he added.

  For the special scheme, an expert group has been formed under the Biology and Medicine Panel of the RGC to take charge of the evaluation and selection process.  The expert group comprising mainly overseas experts will convene a meeting in Hong Kong to conclude the evaluation in mid-June 2003. Professor Rosie Young, in her personal capacity, is a special advisor to the expert group.

Commenting on the scheme, Professor Rosie Young said: “The RGC has all along been very supportive of institutions’ research work.  The launch of the scheme is very timely as we need to send a strong signal to encourage and support research work in the combat against SARS.  I am proud to be able to be involved in the process.”

As to the future plan, Professor Kenneth Young said that this special scheme was only meant to provide emergency support to current efforts in tackling some immediate problems of SARS.  For longer-term work, the RGC would continue to provide necessary funding support through its annual funding exercises. 
In fact, the RGC has been funding research related to studies of viruses and pathogenesis and has invested no less than $42 million in this particular area over the years, he added.

Established in 1991, the RGC is a non-statutory advisory body of ‘academic peers’ operating under the aegis of the UGC.  As the principal funding agency supporting academic research in higher education institutions, the RGC is responsible for fostering and funding research in all disciplines taught in the institutions so that Hong Kong can keep up with world wide developments.
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RGC funding mechanism

The Research Grants Council of Hong Kong (RGC) is an agency responsible for the distribution of public funding to support academic research undertaken by the academic staff of UGC-funded institutions.  The Earmarked Research Grant of the RGC is allocated out of the total UGC budget for the higher education sector and grants are awarded by the RGC through a competitive process.

Under the current funding mechanism for higher education, funding is provided through a dual system of block grants and earmarked grants for institutions to undertake research.  The triennial block grant allocated by the UGC supports research infrastructure and pays the salaries of research staff, whereas the Earmarked Research Grant of the RGC supports individual projects.

The fundamental funding policy of the RGC is that academic research must be supported over a broad front.  As a matter of principle, institutions are given unfettered autonomy in venturing new areas and developing innovative research ideas.

Specialist Subject Panels



The RGC is assisted by four specialist subject panels, namely the Biology and Medicine Panel, Engineering Panel, Physical Sciences Panel and Humanities, Social Sciences & Business Studies Panel.  These panels consist of both local and overseas academics and are responsible for evaluation of grant applications received by the RGC.

Peer review process



All applications for RGC grants go through a rigorous peer-review process for evaluation.  Under the established process, research proposals are assessed by peers (experts) from the relevant disciplinary fields.  The RGC at present operates a network of more than 8,000 external referees to assist with the peer-review process.  They are all well established academics in their own right and over 90% of them are from overseas.  In the evaluation of research projects, academic merit is the overriding criterion, though the local relevance of the proposals and the potential for their application are also important considerations.



Peer-review is an important and effective tool for ensuring the quality standard of funded research projects.  As an assessment agent, the RGC has been assisting the Education and Manpower Bureau with the evaluation of research proposals from the Open University of Hong Kong.

Competitive Earmarked Research Grant (CERG)


The CERG exercise is the biggest and most important annual funding programme of the RGC and over 80% of the RGC’s budget is allocated through this exercise.  Funds are allocated in response to applications from the UGC-funded institutions and selection is based on peer reviews.


In the last (2002-2003) exercise, the RGC received a total 1,698 applications for CERG.  Out of this number, the RGC funded 691 projects with $428 million.  For the Biology and Medicine area alone, the RGC supported 141 projects for $144 million, representing more than 30% of the overall CERG budget.



For the special scheme for SARS, the expert group responsible for assessing applications is led by Professor Charles Bangham, the current Chairman of the RGC’s Biology and Medicine Panel.  Professor Bangham is the Head of the Department of Immunology at the Imperial College Faculty of Medicine and a renowned scientist in the field.  He succeeded Professor Lap-Chee Tsui, currently Vice-Chancellor of The University of Hong Kong, as the Panel Chairman in 2002.



Professor Rosie Young is a former Dean of the Faculty of Medicine of The University of Hong Kong and the Chairman of the Hong Kong Medical Council between 1988 and 1996.  She will actively assist and participate in the planning and evaluation work in a personal capacity.
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