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September 27, 2011

Dear :

RE: NSERC scholarships and fellowships

We are shocked and dismayed by the recent precipitous drop in the number of NSERC (Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council) graduate scholarships and postdoctoral fellowships awarded (see attached figures). These decreases highlight the shift from nationally competitive awards, where students are assessed on their merits, to an award system that fills an institutional quota or funds research deemed economically important. We are concerned that the loss of competitive fellowships, based on the excellence of the applicants, will accelerate the “brain drain” from Canada to the USA and the Eurozone.

The recently established NSERC Vanier program, while designed to attract and retain world-class doctoral students, is not based on the qualities of the applicant but tied to a university quota. A similar approach was used by the Medical Research Council (now Canadian Institutes of Health Research (CIHR)) in the 1990s and led to a devaluation of the academic merit of their scholarships. Eventually, CIHR reintroduced a competitive graduate scholarship.

We believe that nationally competitive awards that reward the most qualified individuals who can contribute to enhancing knowledge in all its forms – whether basic or applied – is crucial for reversing the current brain drain and for reestablishing Canada as a top location for the world’s best scientists. We, therefore, urge you to return to a truly nationally competitive selection process for graduate and post-graduate awards, where individuals are rewarded on the basis of their own merit rather than investing much of the funding in a university quota system or a research area deemed important for our national economy.  A meritocratic approach for awarding scholarships and fellowships to the next generation of Canadian scientists is still compatible with prevailing business and economic practices that reward the most competitive and cutting edge technologies.

Sincerely,

Dr. Mark Bernards, Chair of the Department of Biology

Dr. Anthony Percival-Smith, Chair of Biology Research Committee

cc.
Dr. S. Fortier, President of NSERC


Hon. C. Paradis, Minister of Industry


Mr. E. Holder, MP


Ms. S. Truppe, MP


Ms. I. Mathyssen, MP


Mr. J. Preston, MP


Mr. P. Julian, MP


Mr. G. Regan, MP
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