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MR. WILLIS outlined the conclusions of the Report of the 
Select Committee on Science and Technology.  While Gov-
ernment had the right to institute policies for political rea-
sons without scientific evidence - e.g. fox-hunting -   they 
must not falsely allege there was scientific evidence for 
policies. The Committee supported the guidelines laid 
down by Lord May, and endorsed by Lord Jenkin’s House of 
Lords Committee, and he welcomed the Government’s 
commitment, on coming into office to use evident-based 
policies on “what works”. But three cases the Committee 
had studied threw doubt on this commitment - the failure 
to recognize the damage implicit in the EU Physical Agents 
Directive to the use of MRI machines; the rejection of sci-
entific advice on drugs classification; the failure to take 
account of the technology problems in introducing identity 
cards. (Ruth Kelly’s policy to ban “junk foods” from schools 
was another example of policy without any scientific back-
ing). The Committee was also concerned about allegations 
that Departments interfered with outside research. They 
recommended changes in the structure of Government - 
the Government’s Chief Scientific Adviser (GCSA) should be 
in the Cabinet Office and Departmental Chief Scientific 
Advisers (DCSAs) should be external appointments, with 
up-to-date knowledge of current research. There was con-
cern about the lack of scientific skills in the civil service, 
and loss of scientific capacity in the population.  All re-
search should be published; horizon scanning should be 
built into Departmental plans, and emphasis, particularly 
concerning risk assessment, placed on communication. 
 
PROFESSOR WILES welcomed the Select Committee’s re-
port, and would study its conclusions. He would, in particu-
lar, welcome an objective inquiry into any allegations of 
interference with external scientific evidence. Scientific 
advisers were just that - advisers -as with many others 
advising ministers.  It was crucial to understand that Minis-
ters had to make decisions relying on advice, which would 
come from many quarters and not be easy to reconcile. 
But much progress had been made in widening the range 
of policies based on scientific evidence, and Government 
recognized that scientific knowledge must be exploited and 

was as key an element in its strategies as was defence or 
finance. But there still were problems - the structure of 
government did not respond to the multi-faceted, multi- 
disciplinary problems such as security or social deprivation; 
DCSAs had not been appointed in all Departments, and 
were not always part of the senior management of the 
Department. Moreover science budgets did not match 
needs, and could damage scientific capacity. Neither Minis-
ters, civil servants nor the public fully understood scientific 
method, and the need for publication, discussion and open 
debate. Of course, some things must be kept secret, and 
the problems of irresponsible media reports made one cau-
tious, but it was crucial that open publication and debate 
were the priority, unless exceptional circumstances pre-
vailed. 
 
MR GUMMER set out the dilemmas facing politicians.  They 
got elected through retailing attractive theories, but, alas, 
these theories might not be true.  This was highly incon-
venient, both because having to explain that your theory 
was wrong opened one to political abuse, but also because 
“truth” was transient - scientific evidence could disprove 
what scientific evidence had earlier led one to believe. 
There was no perfect answer, and politicians often had to 
do the best they could with managing the best advice they 
were given. The public understood none of this, and it was 
the politician’s task to try and tell them the “truth” in terms 
that they could understand.  This was exceptionally difficult 
where science did not coincide with public emotion and 
media campaigns - the Alzheimer Society’s campaign to 
overturn the NICE decision on a drug was an example -  
Homeopathy another. But this did not mean that govern-
ment should not lay down rules – e.g. defining organic 
food - to enable people to make a choice, even if their 
choice might be scientifically misguided.  But there were 
significant problems; sometimes the evidence did not get 
to the decision taker; or he got only partial evidence, plau-
sibly presented by someone who only later was identified 
as a lobbyist. Perhaps the most difficult task is persuading 
the public to accept scientific evidence related to new 
products.  This takes much time, and the GM foods disas-



 

ter shows what happens if not enough time and effort was 
given to putting the science case over.  There needed to be 
independent sources of advice on scientific issues which 
the public would accept as being unbiased, and the scien-
tific community as authoritative.  The Food Standards 
Agency was a good example. A similar type of agency was 
needed for climate change.  Why was the proposed legisla-
tion on the independence of statistics in the Queen’s 
speech being restricted to statistics?  It should apply to all 
science. 
 
In the following discussion a number of speakers sug-
gested that it was not always clear when pure science ad-
vice was being tendered, or whether it was being 
combined with political judgments.  It was important that, 
if advisory committees were reporting on scientific issues, 
they were composed of scientists who had the respect of 
their peers.  It was equally important that the advice was 
published and subject to peer review and comment. The 
DCSAs had a vital role here, not only in ensuring that 
members of such committees were of the right calibre, but 
that unpopular views were supported against political or 
public pressure. They also had to understand the differing 
timescales which attached to scientific research and politi-
cal action. This meant that they had to exercise consider-
able foresight in identifying problems, on which evidence 
needed to be produced, well before politicians saw the 
need for action. There had been successful efforts to ex-
plain issues to the public and to provide evidence to back 
policies - nanotechnology and stem cells, were cited - but 
there were doubts whether sufficient resources were being 
put into identifying the future.  This was partly because of 
budgetary pressures on Departments, but also because not 
sufficient effort was being made to connect academic re-
search to problems which Government might have to face. 
But an underlying problem was the public culture, where 
scientists were openly mistrusted, scientific methodology  - 
publication and challenge – derided, and the connection 
between sound evidence and successful policies ignored.  
 
It was suggested that some of these problems could be 
met if the Government made more use of independent 
inquiries, such as the Stern Report, and the outside acad-
emies, such as the Royal Society or the Academy of Engi-
neering. There was undoubtedly room for further work in 
this area, but it should not be at the expense of devaluing 
the work done by scientists in government, or suggesting 
that government scientists did not live up to their scientific 
credentials. Scientists working in government departments 
were first and foremost scientists: it would be against their 
training and ethos, and lose any respect from their peers if 
they compromised the conclusions they drew from evi-
dence because of pressure from politicians. But they did 
need to be embedded in government, so that they could 
understand what Ministers needed, what were their priori-
ties, and their problems in explaining policies to colleagues 
and to the public. In short, there had to be an organization 
which would pull the science base through government to 
Ministers. The task was to do this and yet retain public 
confidence in the science produced by government. 
 
Speakers had concentrated on the problems of the execu-
tive, but there were significant questions to be raised 
about the performance of Parliament. How many members 
had scientific training, or indeed, interests? Why was it that 
the Select Committee had difficulty in filling its ranks? Did 
committees understand that they must allow sufficient 
time for quality evidence to be produced? Did they have 
sufficient and sufficiently qualified staff to produce good 
reports? What Parliamentarians had, for example, pro-
tested against Ruth Kelley’s egregious statement on junk 

foods? If the executive was sloppy about using science, 
was not that the fault of Parliament? Political argument, no 
less than scientific argument, was desirable - where it did 
not take place, as perhaps, it had not over climate change, 
there was the danger that the government was allowed to 
get away with insufficiently robust policies. 
 
There were, inevitably, problems within the civil service. 
Not only were there were insufficient scientifically trained 
civil servants, but more prominence seemed to be given to 
attracting lawyers and PR staff. It was of concern that in 
recent fast-track entry cohorts, scientists had been in a 
small minority. There was also the cultural background to 
civil service advice and decision making.  Compromise,  
working within financial constraints, protecting Ministers, 
silo mentality,“ workability” got in the way of asking 
searching questions, allowing time, cooperating with other 
departments, understanding the need for public communi-
cation, and developing alternatives. Perhaps much of this 
was inevitable, but it strengthened the case for CASs to 
have close and direct contact with Ministers, and to be part 
of the top management team of a Department. 
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Lord Jenkin said the workshop was part of the proc-
ess for preparation for a FST dinner/discussion on 
15th November on the same theme. 
 
PROFESSOR WILES noted recent improvements in 
scientific input into policy, but said that the relentless 
search for new policies; the difficulties of long term 
planning; the problems of 
communication between 
scientists and policy 
makers; communication 
between departments; 
and the political demand 
for certainty, all caused 
problems.  An underlying 
concern was that there 
was no national policy to 
create the next generation 
of scientists.  
 
PROFESSOR RAYNER 
noted the absence of 
international (e.g. EU) 
links and reference to the 
public in the diagram.  He 
stressed that science could not provide a single inevi-
table path to policy; it could inform but not drive.  
The civil service needed both science and policy 
training.  If voter apathy was to be overcome, tech-
nical expertise needed to be balanced by other 
forces. 
 
The following major points were made in the discus-
sion:- 
 
1. Communication between scientists in their various 
disciplines; between scientists and policy makers; 
between advisers - economic, scientific or social - 
and decision takers ( Ministers); between the White-
hall/Westminster village, the scientific establishment, 
the media and the general public, must improve  if 

scientific evidence is to be successfully integrated 
with other factors to improve policy making.  Prereq-
uisites were a common understanding of the lan-
guages used by various players - which meant 
scientific training for administrators, policy training 
for scientists, and media training for all - and a will-
ingness to exchange information laterally at low lev-

els in the hierarchies (ICT 
would help on this).  There 
needed also to be an 
understanding of the 
different timescales 
required by evidence 
gathering and political 
decisions, and the 
transforming nature of deci-
sions when taken. 
 
2. No matter how much 
evidence was collected, 
there could be no certainty 
from economic, scientific or 
social conclusions and there 
would always be unin-
tended consequences from 

policy decisions, no matter how soundly based on 
evidence they appeared to be.  Tasks for advisers to 
Ministers were to enable them to understand the un-
certainties (risks) and pick up unintended conse-
quences as soon as possible.  If consultations were 
closed before risks had been adequately formulated 
and explained to the public and their fears (and sus-
picions of experts) addressed, policies based on good 
science would not be enacted (e.g. GM Foods). 
 
3.  The centre, through both HM Treasury and the 
Cabinet Office had a vital role to play.  They could 
require common evidence bases from Departments, 
crucial where policies required cross departmental 
work, and the budgetary decisions Treasury agreed 
with Departments could define, expand or limit  re-



 

search and development work.  Both Chief Scientific 
Advisers (CSAs) and Chief Economic Advisers (CEAs) 
needed a central focus, and there was a strong case 
for them working more closely together, as they of-
ten did not appreciate the interaction of scientific and 
economic interests.  There was a case for the office 
of the Chief Scientist being in the Cabinet Office in-
stead of in DTI.  The advantage of the post being in 
DTI was the linkage with the science budget, but this 
was not overwhelming.  The role of ensuring com-
mon, high scientific standards throughout and across 
Departments did not depend on the allocation of the 
science budget. 
 
4. It was agreed that the GM case was not well han-
dled.  A scientifically sensible policy failed to be en-
acted because insufficient effort was put into dealing 
with other factors, above all public attitudes.  The 
lesson was that it was not sufficient in developing 
any policy to ask what works but what (we hope) 
works but is politically acceptable.  That means lis-
tening to, and trying to guide public opinion, which 
will, in the end, be reflected in votes.  Mass democ-
racy is here and must be accommodated - how was 
not clear - but ignoring it leads to no policy, ineffec-
tive policy or plain bad policy. 
 
5. Policies based on scientific and other evidence 
were all very well, but did they lead to wealth crea-
tion, and, if so how? Scientists and economists did 
not speak easily - or at all - to each other, and there 
was a lack of connection between science, technical 
development, and business success.  Economists 
should accept that pure science - knowledge for 
knowledge sake - is essential, because we don’t 
know what it will lead to (there could be an unin-
tended beneficial consequence), but scientists should 
accept that many good ideas which might be worth 
exploring will have less priority than ideas which can 
be thought to have a business relevance. 
 
6. The media role was important - it influenced Min-
isters daily, and could drive them to immediate reac-
tions. Inevitably they would give prominence to 
maverick scientists (they were news) and it was the 
task for the scientific establishment and advisers to 
persuade Ministers that the mavericks were wrong.  
Ministers would not listen unless the case was made 
to the general public.  This meant quick reaction in 
media friendly language to the public as well as pol-
icy friendly language to Ministers.  Main stream sci-
entists, expert in their subjects must be prepared to 
come out in the open and criticize “bad” science 
forcibly.  That meant accepting the risk that, occa-
sionally, the “bad” science might be proved right. 
 
7.  There were particular problems in the Civil ser-
vice, which followed from some of the points made 
above.  While many had science or economic de-
grees, few could combine the inputs from the differ-
ent specialist advisers.  The intense drive under the 
present administration to deliver policies meant that 
many were so focussed on delivery that they lacked 

the time or motivation to interact with the outside 
world and look objectively and (criticise and seek to 
amend or modify) existing policies.  They were also 
too UK centric; they did not react quickly enough, or 
see the import of EU directives on the work of differ-
ent departments.  There were still too many gaps in 
information because no one Department was taking 
responsibility for coordinating various aspects (popu-
lation policy - how many immigrants).  It was be-
coming more and more difficult for information to be 
synthesized for policy making because civil servants 
no longer had knowledge of, let alone control of, the 
information reaching Ministers from e.g. pressure 
groups, lobbyists, or political colleagues or advisers.  
Separate sources of information could flow into No. 
10 without advisers being able to check or collate it. 
Civil servants were hamstrung when appearing as 
witnesses to Select Committees because ministers 
saw their primary role as avoiding anything which 
might cause ministerial embarrassment. 
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