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BRIDGING THE GAP BETWEEN EXPLOSION RESEARCH AND INDUSTRIAL NEED
LOUGHBOROUGH UNIVERSITY, 10TH SEPTEMBER 2008

This UKELG meeting dispelled any doubts over the reality of the gap between the needs of industry and the output of academia in the explosion field. As it was encapsulated by Hans Michels, UKELG Chairman, the view of the industrial engineer might be: “The questions that I ask you cannot answer. The answers that you give I cannot understand.” The meeting was intended to explore the gap specifically in the explosion field and in discussion to try to define means of bridging it.
UKELG are not alone in recognising this problem. At high level, the government is planning discussions to improve the links between academia and industry. The Institution of Chemical Engineers is holding a specific event to build relationships between industry and academia in the process control field with a view to identifying areas of potential collaborative research. 

In his introductory presentation, Trevor Kletz noted that “Conference proceedings are full of papers in which researchers describe equipment and/or procedures, both technical and managerial, which they have devised, often in co-operation with industry, but which are never adopted even in the companies that participated in their development.” Some of the reasons for this discussed in Trevor’s paper (available on the UKELG website together with other presentations from the meeting) include complexity and cost, and the reluctance of some companies to be the first in the field to take the risk of the application of new research.


Subsequent presentations from Shell, BASF, and the MOD, and from Leeds University and Imperial College demonstrated the extent to which uncertainty remains in the explosion technology field. The presentations contain lists of potential research topics for the PhD students of the next decade.

The meeting reviewed the problem in group discussions, with the following broad conclusions and suggestions.
1. To improve the validity of research and the probability of its subsequent application, an Industrial liaison supervisor should be considered for each PhD programme. UKELG could assist by seeking and/or recommending suitable supervisors.


2. There is a fundamental gap in the machinery for the interpretation of research and the production of useful guidance from it. This role was traditionally filled by government bodies (USBM, HSE, etc) and by larger companies (ICI, British Gas, etc) but resource restrictions and changes to the industrial landscape have almost brought about its end. The recent contributions of BP were recognised, but more is needed. Much of the current guidance is out of date. Organisations such as IChemE, SCI, CBI, HSE, OSHA, etc should be encouraged to take a more active role. 


3. The advantages of medium term (3-6 months) industrial placements for academic staff were recognised as an important means of improving the validity of both industrial appreciation of academic resources and academia’s appreciation of industries real needs, and should be more widely available. 


4. A scheme to assess Universities on the basis of their net contribution to industrial success, or to add such a consideration to existing assessment schemes, was suggested as a means of encouragement for improved co-operation.   


5. The cost associated with the availability of published information was criticised. Researchers should be encouraged to make their publications more freely available on the Internet. 


6. With resources becoming more limited, Pan-European joint projects such as Safekinex should be actively encouraged.  

7. The advantages of programmes such as the Explosion Research Cooperative organised by Baker Engineering and Risk Consultants Inc. were recognised. The organisation of cooperative efforts in UK/Europe should be considered.


UKELG committee has reviewed these conclusions and consider that a club approach may be an appropriate means of further discussion and implementation. 

