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Welcome from  
the Vice-Chancellor

      s members of the Vice-Chancellor’s Circle, you are among the University’s most  

committed supporters, and my colleagues and I are in your debt. I hope that you will  

take pride in the fact that your support has helped Oxford retain its position as the 
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world’s leading university for the third consecutive year in the Times Higher Education World 

University Rankings.

By supporting scholarships, research, capital projects and more, your donations make 

substantive contributions to the success of the Oxford Thinking campaign, which we anticipate 

will meet its £3bn target in the next few months. As the case studies in this annual report 

demonstrate, donations made by Circle members help us to educate tomorrow’s leaders in 

Africa, improve our understanding of heart disease, and broaden access to our fabulous 

collections, libraries and gardens. 

I was delighted to see so many of you at the tenth annual meeting of the Vice-Chancellor’s Circle 

in May. The Circle has grown significantly since its inaugural meeting at Rhodes House in 2009, 

when there were only 90 members. Today the Circle numbers almost 400.  

It was a pleasure to welcome new members to the Circle, and to catch up with the Circle’s long-

standing supporters. The presentations in the Sheldonian Theatre showcased the University’s 

academic expertise in two essential areas: healthcare and the internet. Professor Ester Hammond 

spoke about pioneering cancer research, while Professor Philip Howard dissected the impact of 

digital media on all our lives. Dinner in Christ Church’s Great Hall – which included a rousing 

appearance from the Oxford Gargoyles – brought the evening to a suitably celebratory close. 

In an increasingly complex and uncertain world, the mission of the University –  to educate the 

next generation, to push at the frontiers of knowledge, and to improve the world around us – has 

never been more important. It has not changed since we were founded many hundreds of years 

ago. Since our beginnings in the 11th century we have relied on the generosity of those who share 

our belief in the enduring value of what we do. We thank you for your support.

Professor Louise Richardson

Vice-Chancellor of the University of Oxford
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Heart and circulatory diseases are 

being targeted in new ways by 

multidisciplinary teams at Oxford 

thanks to long-standing and generous 

support from the British Heart Foundation 

(BHF). Cardiologists and medical scientists 

are being joined by chemists and engineers 

to investigate cardiovascular disease, which 

is still the leading cause of death in the UK.

The BHF – a member of the Vice-

Chancellor’s Circle – has supported medical 

research at Oxford since 1973 when its 

first professorship was established at 

the University. There are now six BHF 

professorships at Oxford – more than at 

any other university. The charity currently 

provides about £13m per year to the 

University. 

BHF funding has supported many projects  

at Oxford, including:

n   £14m for the Centre of Research 

Excellence (CRE), including £2m for 40 

small projects (known as pump priming) 

to investigate promising hypotheses. 

These pump priming projects have served 

as catalysts for leveraging a further £20m 

in research grants from BHF and other 

funders

n   £5m for the Oxbridge BHF Centre of 

Regenerative Medicine – a partnership 

also involving the universities of 

Cambridge, Bristol and Manchester

n   Capital projects, including the Acute 

Vascular Imaging Centre, and Big Data 

Institute.

Hugh Watkins is a BHF Professor of 

Cardiovascular Medicine, and Director of 

the BHF Centre for Research Excellence. 

He emphasised how BHF’s funding 

for the CRE has successfully created a 

cohesive and multidisciplinary research 

environment, and how it strengthens 

the academic community. By supporting 

pump priming, new ideas are explored 

and tested, and many have subsequently 

attracted significant research funding, 

from studying zebrafish models to stem 

cells. Certain DPhil students are also 

supervised by two tutors from different 

departments (for example, Chemistry 

and the Radcliffe Department of 

Medicine) to develop new approaches 

to understanding the complexity of the 

cardiovascular system. Professor Watkins 

said: ‘BHF CRE funding is very effective 

at engineering change and encouraging 

innovation. The BHF has taken an 

enlightened approach – it is an interesting 

model for philanthropy.’

The BHF is also playing a major role 

in funding the state-of-the-art Institute 

of Developmental and Regenerative 

Medicine. Construction of the new home 

for 200 researchers with cardiovascular, 

neurological and immunological expertise 

is due to begin in summer 2019 at the Old 

Road campus. 

Paul Riley is Oxford’s BHF Professor of 

Regenerative Medicine, and he is excited 

about enabling the heart to repair itself 

within the next decade. He and his team 

are analysing how interventions, including 

drugs, can be used to trigger cell-based 

repair. He added: ‘The prospects are very 

encouraging. My vision is a world where 

heart damage is temporary and repairable. 

BHF’s support for regenerative medicine 

has been, and continues to be, game-

changing.’

Simon Gillespie is the chief executive of 

the BHF, and he represents the charity on 

Educating and inspiring Africa’s  
next generation of leaders

Six African scholars have just 

completed a life-changing year in 

Oxford, and have returned home 

with extensive knowledge about good 

governance.

The graduate students – five from 

Nigeria and one from Ghana – were the 

first cohort of scholars funded by the 

Africa Initiative for Governance (AIG) 

to study at the Blavatnik School of 

Government. AIG – a new institutional 

member of the Vice-Chancellor’s 

Circle – is a pioneering private-public 

partnership that supports future public 

sector leaders in Africa. It is supporting 

the one-year AIG scholarships for  

five years, with at least five students  

per year. 

Aigboje Aig-Imoukhuede (pictured, 

top), from Nigeria, is AIG’s founder 

and chairman. A lawyer, banker, 

entrepreneur, philanthropist, and 

immediate past president of the 

Nigerian Stock Exchange, he is 

dedicated to supporting Africa’s future 

leaders. Mr Aig-Imoukhuede, who 

represents AIG on the Circle, said: 

‘Africa’s poor record of public sector 

governance is a factor that currently 

prevents the continent from achieving 

its true potential. We are addressing 

this pressing challenge by investing in 

scholarships for outstanding students 

at the world’s best university. The AIG 

scholars are expected to return home 

and apply their learning as change 

agents in their country’s public sector.’

Professor Ngaire Woods, Dean of 

the Blavatnik School of Government, 

said: ‘The School’s vision is of a world 

better led, served and governed, and 

to achieve this, we need partners 

across the world to join with 

us, working together to improve 

government. It is truly inspiring to see 

a leader in the private sector stepping 

up to support the training of future 

public service leaders in his country.’

AIG scholar Efosa Edobor (pictured, 

centre), from Nigeria, said: ‘The 

Master of Public Policy programme 

has equipped me with the skills I 

need to excel in the public sector. 

The experience has made me more 

excited about the public sector 

in Africa and has undoubtedly 

strengthened my resolve to lead 

positive transformation in the health 

sector in Nigeria.’

The scholarships for West African 

graduates aged between 25 and 35 

cover tuition fees and living expenses. 

In addition, the AIG Fellowship is 

awarded each year to an individual 

from West Africa with a distinguished 

record of public service. The most 

recent Fellow was the former Chief 

Justice of Ghana, Georgina Woods, 

who enjoyed a period of study, 

reflection and engagement with 

scholars and students at the Blavatnik 

School of Government. 
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An ‘enlightened’ and ‘game-changing’ approach 
to tackling heart and circulatory diseases
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Top:  Aigboje Aig-Imoukhuede, founder and chairman of the Africa Initiative for Governance  
(AIG) © AIG; Centre:  AIG scholar Efosa Edobor © Efosa Edobor; Bottom: Blavatnik School  
of Government © Hufton + Crow

Find out more  
www.cardioscience.ox.ac.uk

Find out more   
www.bsg.ox.ac.uk/aigpartnership

Top: Simon Gillespie, chief executive of the BHF 
© BHF; Bottom: Identifying protein changes in the 
heart, Radcliffe Department of Medicine © Bob 
Mahoney

the Circle. He said: ‘Our funding in  

Oxford is bringing together world-leading 

scientists and clinicians to tackle some of the 

biggest health challenges. This programme 

is built on a record of success, with many 

discoveries in Oxford saving lives and 

improving care across the world.’ 
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Celebrating the first decade of the Vice-Chan cellor’s Circle and the impact of philanthropy 

The Vice-Chancellor’s Circle 

has flourished since it began 

in 2009, and its members have 

played a major role in supporting the 

Oxford Thinking fundraising campaign. 

The group of benefactors has grown 

more than fourfold from 90 members 

when it was created to 380 today. Such 

generous donors are based around the 

world, with the highest concentrations 

in the UK, US, China (including Hong 

Kong), Canada and Switzerland. More 

than 70 per cent of the membership are 

individual donors, nearly 20 per cent are 

corporate donors, and 10 per cent are 

from trusts and foundations. 

Members have donated generously  

to capital projects, scholarships,  

and the funding of academic posts 

across the collegiate University. Among 

other successes, such funding has 

supported: 

n   The purchase of the Watlington 

Hoard of ninth century coins and 

artefacts by the Ashmolean Museum

n   An Associate Professorship and 

Fellowship in Ancient Greek 

Philosophy

n   A postgraduate scholarship at the 

University’s Mathematical Institute

n   The transformation of Magdalen 

College’s library

n   An online catalogue of items from 

pre-modern Chinese collections at the 

Bodleian Libraries 

n   Training for villagers in Tanzania 

about how to better protect livestock 

and improve the equilibrium between 

mankind and large carnivores.

4 5

An intellectual and cultural exploration
The annual meeting of the Vice-Chancellor’s Circle in the spring in Oxford is a chance to find out about the University’s 

latest research, hear from its leading thinkers, and explore a variety of historic venues. From 2009 to 2015, academics 

spoke for or against a motion as part of a debate. The last three meetings have featured academic presentations. 

2009 

Poetry is beautiful, but science is  

what matters? Rhodes House

2010 

Is music the act of sounding 

mathematics? Rhodes House

2011 

Climate Change is the most important 

challenge to biodiversity? Christ 

Church

2012 

Is the book dead? Divinity School, 

Sheldonian, Exeter College

2013 

A waste of space: should the £ be  

spent on planet earth? Divinity  

School, Sheldonian, Trinity College

2014 

Big Data or Bad Data: should  

personal data be freely used without 

permission? St Anne’s College

2015 

Mind over matter: sport has no  

place in academia? Pembroke  

College 

 

2016 

Tackling infectious diseases in the 

modern world, Divinity School, 

Sheldonian, Balliol College

2017 

How Oxford is contributing to 

pioneering solar energy research;  

How human societies have interacted 

with technology, Keble College

2018 

Improving cancer therapy; The  

impact of digital media, Sheldonian, 

Christ Church

Have your say about the future of the Vice-Chancellor’s Circle
If you have any feedback about the annual meeting of the Circle or  

communications you receive as a member, please contact:

Guy Collender, Deputy Head of Campaign Relations:  
Call +44(0)1865 611605 or email guy.collender@devoff.ox.ac.uk

VCC membership around the worldMembership of the Vice-Chancellor’s 

Circle enables benefactors to hear 

first-hand from the Vice-Chancellor 

about the strategic direction of the 

University. Through events and tailored 

communications, members gain a 

greater understanding of the work 

across the University, and are given 

unique insights into the impact of their 

support at Oxford. 

Philanthropic support given by 

members of the Vice-Chancellor’s 

Circle, and by members of the 

Chancellor’s Court of Benefactors   

(led by The Rt Hon Lord Patten of 

Barnes, CH), is helping to ensure 

that the University remains a world-

class institution at the forefront of 

outstanding teaching and benefits 

society on a national and global scale.
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An extensive collection of materials 

related to the extraordinary life of 

JRR Tolkien is being displayed by the 

Bodleian Libraries. Many of the items, 

including maps, letters, artwork and 

original manuscripts, have been reunited 

in Oxford for the first time for the 

exhibition. 

Tolkien – the author of The Hobbit 

and The Lord of the Rings – spent 

most of his adult life at the University, 

first as a student of Classics, and later 

as a professor of English language 

and literature. The Tolkien Trust has 

generously supported the exhibition 

and its catalogue, and also funds the 

Tolkien Archivist – a role at the Bodleian 

Libraries held by the exhibition’s  

curator, Catherine McIlwaine. Upon 

opening the exhibition, Michael  

Tolkien, trustee of The Tolkien Trust, 

said: ‘The display we have seen here 

suggests how my grandfather expressed 

the many sides of his personality and 

preoccupations, distilling them into  

what has now become a generic term: 

Middle-earth.’

Tolkien: Maker of Middle-earth runs 

until 28 October 2018 at the Weston 

Library. Entrance is free, but ticketed.  

The exhibition will transfer to the 

Morgan Library, New York, from 25 

January to 12 May 2019, and some 

of its exhibits will be shown in Paris 

in late 2019 as part of a collaboration 

between the Bodleian Libraries and the 

Bibliothèque nationale de France. 

Visit Oxford 
The University’s Gardens, Libraries and Museums (GLAM) contain some of the world’s most significant 
collections. While they provide important places of scholarly enquiry, they also represent the front door 
to the wealth of knowledge and research curated and generated at the University. Find out more online 
and plan your visit www.glam.ox.ac.uk/home 

Countdown 
to 2021:  
Celebrating 
400 years  
of botanical  
research and 
teaching

Once-in-a-generation exhibition  
of JRR Tolkien’s vast creative genius

As the oldest Botanic Garden in the 

UK, the Oxford Botanic Garden and 

Arboretum (OBGA) is looking forward 

to celebrating its 400th anniversary in 

2021. Sarah Taylor represents the Friends 

of Oxford Botanic Garden and Harcourt 

Arboretum on the Vice-Chancellor’s Circle 

and is working with the Garden’s Director, 

Professor Simon Hiscock, on plans for 

this historic event. Professor Hiscock 

said: ‘We at OBGA are all excited about 

the 400th anniversary, and will make it a 

celebration to remember. The Friends will 

play a major part in these celebrations as 

their support is crucial to the Garden and 

Arboretum’s continued development as 

a ‘Garden of Science’ for the 21st century 

and beyond.’ The Friends have donated 

more than £1.7m to OBGA for a host of 

important projects, including the stunning 

new Herbarium Room, new displays and 

plantings, equipment, interpretation, and 

horticultural training. 

Find out more 
www.obga.ox.ac.uk 

Top: Pia Östlund and Professor Simon Hiscock at 
the opening of the Herbarium Room, July 2018 © 
Oxford Botanic Garden and Arboretum / Samantha 
Ibbott; Bottom: Oxford Botanic Garden © Oxford 
Botanic Garden and Arboretum 
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Find out more and book online  
https://tolkien.bodleian.ox.ac.uk

Left: JRR Tolkien aged 19 © The Tolkien Trust 
1977; Bottom: The Hobbit dust jacket © The 
Tolkien Estate Limited 1937
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Identifying global problems 
and how to solve them

D ilemmas abound when trying 

to alleviate suffering. Given 

limited resources, what is the 

most effective way of improving the 

world? How should we choose which 

major challenges to address, from 

tuberculosis to drought, and domestic 

violence to animal cruelty? How can the 

tools of multiple disciplines, especially 

philosophy and economics, help us reach 

rigorous and methodical conclusions?

Such important questions in the effective 

altruism movement are now increasingly 

being debated and addressed thanks 

to the creation in January 2018 of the 

Global Priorities Institute (GPI) in the 

University’s Faculty of Philosophy. The 

GPI’s vision is a world in which global 

priorities are routinely set by using 

evidence and reason to determine what 

will do the most good. 

The GPI has been funded by more than 

£1m from financier and philanthropist 

Mr Luke Ding, £1m (including 

£500,000 for GPI’s endowment) from 

investor Dr Shamil Chandaria, both new 

members of the Vice-Chancellor’s Circle, 

and more than £2m from the Open 

Philanthropy Project – an independent 

grantmaking organisation. 

Mr Ding said: ‘GPI’s foundational 

research will make a huge difference  

to the positive impact I and others  

in similar situations can have on the 

world – whether in choosing a career  

or determining where and how to 

donate.’

Dr Chandaria added: ‘As both an 

economist and a philosopher by training 

and a philanthropist by occupation,  

I appreciate the importance of these 

fields in determining how to do the most 

good. I’m thrilled to support research 

into such critical questions.’

Hilary Greaves, Professor of Philosophy 

at the University and Director of the 

GPI, said: ‘We are incredibly grateful to 

our generous supporters. Our research 

at GPI will show how to leverage 

resources most effectively to address 

some of the world’s most challenging 

problems.’ 

It is no accident that the GPI has found 

its home in Oxford. The charity Giving 

What We Can, which was created in 

2009, was the brainchild of Oxford 

philosopher Toby Ord. It encourages its 

supporters to give at least 10 per cent of 

their income to organisations that can 

do the most good with such funds.
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Annual meeting 2018: Showcasing findings 
about cancer therapy and digital media

Generous donors learned about 

pioneering research and were 

thanked for their support 

at the tenth annual meeting of the 

Vice-Chancellor’s Circle. Nearly 180 

benefactors and their guests took part 

in the major event on 9 May. Academic 

presentations in the Sheldonian Theatre 

were followed by a dinner and an a 

cappella performance at Christ Church.

Professor Louise Richardson, Vice-

Chancellor, spoke about the strategic 

priorities for the University, and the 

importance of higher education. She 

emphasised that universities are ‘engines 

of the economy’ and talked about 

managing a university in an age of 

populism. Professor Richardson also 

showcased a range of research projects 

underway, from developing better solid 

state batteries to using modified silk 

from silkworms to help repair damaged 

spinal cords. Praising the audience for 

their contributions to Oxford, she said: 

‘Philanthropy is critically important 

and we are deeply grateful for all of you 

being so supportive.’ 

Professor Ester Hammond, from the 

University’s Department of Oncology, 

shared her findings about improving 

cancer therapy. She explained the 

dangers of hypoxic tumours, and why 

it is important to study how cells adapt 

to living in low oxygen conditions. 

Professor Hammond outlined research 

underway to address such hypoxia, 

including identifying who has the 

most hypoxic tumours and treating 

them more aggressively, using drugs to 

change the way cancer cells use oxygen, 

and providing the maximum dose of 

radiotherapy.

Professor Philip Howard, Director of 

the Oxford Internet Institute, delivered a 

presentation about the impact of digital 

media. He stressed the significance of 

disinformation campaigns, and how 

social media are being manipulated by 

totalitarian authorities, which create 

multiple counter-narratives and use 

bots to distribute automated messages. 

Analysing the rise of junk news, he 
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referred to the ratio of professional-

produced news to junk news in various 

countries in recent election campaigns: 

US (1:1), UK and Germany (4:1) and 

France (7:1). He said: ‘The deep threats 

to democracy are ahead of us, not 

behind us.’

After the presentations, donors and 

their guests made their way through the 

glorious sunshine to Christ Church for 

dinner, where the Oxford Gargoyles –  

a group of University students – sang  

an uplifting a cappella medley.

Top:  Truth descends upon the Arts and Sciences to expel ignorance from the University – detail from the Sheldonian Theatre’s ceiling; Bottom, left: Professor 
Philip Howard in the Sheldonian Theatre; Bottom, right: The Oxford Gargoyles performing at Christ Church.  All images © University of Oxford / Ian Wallman

Find out more  
www.globalprioritiesinstitute.org

Left: Professor Hilary Greaves, Director of the 
Global Priorities Institute (GPI) © GPI; Centre: 
Mr Luke Ding © Mr Luke Ding; Right: Dr Shamil 
Chandaria © Dr Shamil Chandaria  
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