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Google chairman slams UK school system
By Katherine Rushton，26 Aug 2011

Mr Schmidt, who has a degree in electrical engineering and a PhD in computer science, told the Edinburgh Television Festival in the keynote MacTaggart lecture that he was “flabbergasted to learn that computer science isn’t even taught as standard” in schools in the UK, and that Britain had gradually “stopped nurturing its polymaths”. 

“There’s been a drift to the humanities – engineering and science aren’t championed. Even worse, both sides seem to denigrate the other…you’re either a ‘luvvy’ or a ‘boffin’,” he said. 

“I saw the other day that on The Apprentice Alan Sugar said engineers are no good at business. Really? I don’t think we’ve done too badly.” 

In 2010 Google, which employs around 10,000 engineers worldwide including “several hundred” in the UK, turned over $29.3bn. 

Mr Schmidt, who as head of the web search giant was the first person from outside the broadcast industry ever to have delivered the prestigious MacTaggart, also used the platform to berate the UK for its track record of growing global businesses. 

“You need to get better at growing big companies. The UK does a great job of backing small firms and cottage industries but there’s little point on getting a thousand seeds to sprout if they’re then left to wither or get transplanted overseas,” he said. 

Earlier this month, America’s Hewlett-Packard signed a deal to acquire Britain’s biggest software company, Autonomy, for $10bn – an agreement which is expected to fire the starting gun on a rush for British technology companies. 

However, Mr Schmidt mixed his criticisms of the UK with flattery of its television production talent, which he claimed was “unsurpassed” worldwide. 

He urged the government to relieve the burden of regulation on broadcasters, and to invest in innovation. 

“I’m not suggesting the UK should mirror US-style regulation. US TV has problems of its own [but] to compete on the world stage, your content businesses need the freedom and legal framework to behave more like internet companies. The starting point for every new piece of legislation should not be ‘how do we regulate this’ but ‘how do we protect the space needed for innovation’,” he said. 

The charm offensive follows widespread scepticism of Google and its unwillingness to pay for the content it monetises, most famously by Rupert Murdoch, chief executive and chairman of News Corporation, and Michael Grade, former chairman of ITV, who described Google and YouTube, which it owns, as a “parasite”. 

However, Mr Schmidt batted away suggestions it should invest directly in content. “To argue that misunderstands a key point: Google is a technology company…We have neither the ambition nor the know-how to actually produce content on a large scale,” he said. 

In delivering the MacTaggart, Mr Schmidt set the tone for an Edinburgh Television Festival where social networks and new media companies like Twitter and YouTube have a heavier presence than ever before – a reflection of their plans to compete in the sector. 

Google’s well-trailed project for Google TV, an internet-based platform where users can search for programmes themselves rather than being "served up" with content, will launch in Europe early next year, Mr Schmidt said. “Just as smartphones sparked a whole new era of innovation for the internet, we hope Google TV can help to do the same for television, creating more value for all…the UK will be among the top priorities,” he said. 
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