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First Special Report

On 8 November 2006 the Science and Technology Committee published its Seventh Report of
Session 2005-06, Scientific Advice, Risk and Evidence Based Policy Making [HC 900-I]. On 29
January 2007 the Committee received a memorandum from the Government which contained a
response to the Report. The memorandum is published without comment as an appendix to this
Report.

Appendix

Introduction

1. The Government welcomes the Committee’s important and thoughtful Report. It is pleased
by the Committee’s endorsement of the work of the Office of Science and Innovation (OSI) and
of the Government Chief Scientific Adviser (GCSA), Sir David King, since the Committee’s
predecessor reported in March 2002 on scientific evidence and policy-making. In particular, the
Government endorses the Committee’s positive comments on:

e progress in building a community of Departmental Chief Scientific Advisers (DCSAs) and
embedding them more firmly in the policy-making process;

e improvements delivered for example through Departments’ Science and Innovation
Strategies, the GCSA’s Science Reviews of departments and the Government’s new Horizon
Scanning Centre (HSC);

o the development of the role of Head of Scientific and Engineering Profession in Government
(working with other analytical heads of profession and promoting Professional Skills for
Government' (PSG)); and

e the role of the GCSA in promoting best practice through Codes, Guidance and the use of OSI
resources to support DCSAs.

2. At the same time, the Government agrees with the Committee that there is much further still
to go in ensuring that science is managed and used by Government to best effect. It agrees
largely with the analysis in the Committee’s Report, though in some cases it differs on the
proposed course of action. The Government is committed to continuing to improve its use of
scientific advice, its management of risk, and its use of evidence to support policy.

3. This response contains an overview followed by responses to the detailed recommendations.
The response is structured under themes and makes clear which of the Committee's individual
points are being responded to in each case.

4. The Government believes that many ambitions in the report can be met through judicious
revision and extension of existing policy initiatives. Some recommendations require further
research. At the time of HM Treasury’s annual report on the Science and Innovation Investment

1 Professional Skills for Government (PSG) website: http://psg.civilservice.gov.uk/



Framework 2004-2014%, the Government will report on progress to the Chairman of the
Committee.

Overview

(a) Improving the impact and quality of scientific advice alongside other
analytical inputs to evidence-based policy-making

5. As the Report sets out, the Government is now supported by a community of DCSAs that did
not exist in 2002. Their principal role is to:

e support the use of scientific evidence in policy-making;

ensure that their departments are intelligent customers for science;

promote and support the interests of scientists and engineers in their departments;

ensure the quality of the science used in their departments; and

explain science inside government and engage with public opinion.

6. The Government welcomes the Report’s recommendations for raising further the profile and
impact of DCSAs. The Government further believes that more can be done to raise the profile
and engagement of Chairs to Scientific Advisory Committees (SACs) in departmental policy-
making processes. It also welcomes the recommendations that contribute to improved public
understanding of the Government’s use of scientific evidence. The proposed revision of the Code
of Practice for Scientific Advisory Committees® (CoPSAC) will take forward many of the Report’s
recommendations in this area.

7. The appointments of DCSAs have been spread over the period since 2002, so the maturity and
development of the role differs in each department. Consequently, under the guidance and
leadership of the GCSA, good practice from the more established DCSAs is being shared for
example through networking and workshops. This includes support for:

e closer and more integrated working with other analytical disciplines;

¢ building a strong Head of Science and Engineering Profession (HoSEP) function in the main
departments and agencies alongside the GCSA’s Government HoSEP role;

e improving communication of evidence and risk in policy making;

e embedding the use of the Government Chief Scientific Adviser’s Guidelines on Scientific
Analysis in Policy Making (2005) (GCSA Guidelines)*; and

e improved working with SAC secretariats.

2 The Science & Innovation Investment Framework 2004-2014 can be viewed on-line at: http:/www.hm-
treasury.gov.uk/spending_review/spend_sr04/associated_documents/spending_sr04_science.cfm

3 Code of Practice for Scientific Advisory Committees (December 2001) can be viewed on-line at:
http://www.dti.gov.uk/science/science-in-govt/works/advice-policy-making/codeofpractice/page9483.html

4  The Government Chief Scientific Adviser's Guidelines on Scientific Analysis In Policy Making (2005) can be viewed on-line at:
http://www.dti.gov.uk/files/file9767.pdf



8. OSI has run several networking events, and further events are planned in 2007 on the use of
horizon scanning in government, scientific peer review and how to engage the scientific
community (both internal and external). OSI has also worked closely with the National School of
Government to develop the scientific element of the ‘Analysis and Use of Evidence’ core skill
from PSG. By continuing this process, the Government will address many of the Report’s
recommendations. The Government will also review the induction material, the CoPSAC’ and
GCSA Guidelines* provided for DCSAs in the light of the Committee’s recommendations.

9. The Government agrees with the Committee that the work of DCSAs should be further
embedded in departments in order to ensure the good use of scientific methods at every level of
Government. There will however be differences in the position of DCSAs in departments
according to their size and responsibilities [Recs 6, 7, 9 and 10].

10. The Government recognises the need to create an effective structure to support the
development and integration of scientists in Government. It is seeking to deliver this through the
PSG agenda and HoSEP roles. It is not convinced that formalising a single system across
Government through a Government Scientific Service is the right action to take now [Recs 17,
18, 19, 20, 30 and to some extent 21].

(b) Machinery of Government

11. The location and responsibilities of the GCSA and the Minister responsible for the
management and use of science in Government [Recs 2, 3 and 4] are a matter for the Prime
Minister and will be kept under review.

(c) The standing of science and scientists in Government and the role of the
‘intelligent customer’ for R&D

12. The Report expresses concern about the status of science and its practitioners in
Government [Recs 12-21]. The Government shares some, but not all, of the Committee’s
concerns. Many of the Committee’s concerns are being addressed through HoSEP and PSG. The
enhanced HoSEP role for the GCSA supports greater visibility and opportunity for scientists and
engineers across Government. The use of science and a better understanding of risk have been
built into the PSG core skills for civil servants [Rec 58].

13. Making the voice of scientific evidence heard in a balanced way alongside other professional
analytical streams remains a challenge that is addressed through the GCSA’s Guidelines on
Scientific Analysis in Policy Making (2005)*.

14. DCSAs must ensure that departments retain sufficient scientific or analytical competence to
act as ‘intelligent customers’, able to know when to seek and how to use expert advice from a
variety of sources. The Government does not agree that its handling of Public Sector Research
Establishments (PSREs) need result in a diminished ‘intelligent customer’ capability [Rec 13].
The current improvements in professionalism across the civil service will complement the
identification of relevant experts through trusted sources including PSREs, Learned Societies,
Research Councils, SACs, the Council for Science and Technology and others. The contribution,
if any, of each organisation will differ with each issue, but in every case it will be important to
embed the analysis and use of evidence skills that make it possible to ask the right questions and
translate the answers into policies [Recs 31 and 32].



15. As part of its 2007 revision of the CoPSAC, the Government will look at how SAC
secretariats obtain scientific, legal and administrative expertise [Rec 23]—secondments may
provide part of the answer.

16. The appointment of DCSAs marks a major step towards the better management and use of
science in Government [Recs 6-11]. The Government welcomes the importance attached by the
Committee to the use of external expertise [Recs 22-33] to inform and challenge policies and
inform the public on the balance of evidence.

(d) Advisory structures and quality assurance

17. The Government agrees that DCSAs must be actively engaged with departmental policy-
making. This will be considered further in the 2007 review of the CoPSAC (Q1350), which will
also consider lay membership, chairmanship and scientists operating outside their specialism.
While DCSAs may not always directly monitor advisory bodies, they should ensure that effective
monitoring happens and that appropriate changes are made in response to monitoring [Rec 52].

18. Maintaining high standards of research is important for all departments [Recs 26-32 and 46-
49].

19. The Government agrees it is essential that there is early engagement of DCSAs in policy
development [Rec 9]. The Government believes that departmental Boards should include the
most senior departmental analyst, and that the DCSA should have the right to advise Ministers
directly on matters relating to his or her professional judgement whether or not he or she is on
the Board.

20. The GCSA will continue to build capacity, leadership, and quality assurance—the reviews of
departments’ management and use of science provide an opportunity for more detailed
intervention where necessary [Rec 39]. The annual reviews of departmental performance
following up the Science and Innovation Investment Framework 2004-2014* also help promote
improved quality. The GCSA regularly meets departmental Ministers and Permanent Secretaries
when issues relating to the use of scientific evidence are raised.

21. The Government believes that the Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit’s recently announced
policy reviews (Pathways to the future)®, the Strategy Unit’s ongoing work, the newly established
Civil Service Steering Board (which supersedes the Permanent Secretary Management Group)
and the OSI's HSC are well placed to achieve the objectives identified by the Committee on the
pilot use of peer reviews [Rec 48] and peer review of cross-government policies [Rec 49], as well
as extending good practice across all analytical disciplines.

22. The Government agrees that it is important to assess trials objectively. But decisions are for
Ministers who will take account of all relevant factors, not just of scientific evidence [Rec 42].

5  'Pathways to the Future’ announcement of 24 November 2006 can be found on-line at:
http://www.pm.gov.uk/output/Page10478.asp



(e) Balanced conversations with the public on the Government’s use of science,
risk and uncertainty

23. The importance of balanced conversations with the public, identified by the Committee
[Recs 37, 38, 50 and 51], extends to the treatment of ‘risk’ [Recs 63-69]. The Government agrees
that clarity is needed in communication on risk and the balance of evidence, and that this will
sometimes point to using a chief adviser rather than a Minister to communicate [Rec 65].
Further discussion with the media to try to maximise public understanding is in hand
[Rec 68].

24. The Government shares the Committee’s presumption in favour of transparency of scientific
evidence, including the remaining uncertainties. The Government seeks to be as open as possible
when publishing the evidence base, particularly in explaining policies and the balance of
argument to the public, subject to the law and necessary confidentiality recognised in the
Freedom of Information® (Fol) and Data Protection’” (DPA) Acts (Q1388-1400).

25. Inputs other than evidence—for example political judgement—will influence policy
outcomes [Rec 35], this is acknowledged in the Cabinet Office publications Modernising
Government® and Professional Policy Making for the 21 Century’ as well as in academic
literature. Nevertheless, where possible, the Government agrees that processes should be
transparent and the balance of evidence exposed. Transparency may not be possible in reserved
areas. Examples of reserved areas include advice that precedes a final policy outcome,
information accessible by other means, information intended for future publication, security
matters and defence®.

26. The Government draws the Committee’s attention to a new work-stream led by the Cabinet
Office on a Code of Practice on Consultation'® that will address many of the issues raised by the
Report [Recs 54-57].

27. The Government welcomes the Committee's support for the language and analysis
underpinning a precautionary approach in the business of government [Recs 60-62]. However,
it would be impractical and unnecessary to avoid all use of the term ‘precautionary principle’
since the term is embedded in many international agreements. In practice, the precautionary
principle is interpreted in Government as a flexible precautionary approach, which enables
innovation and learning in circumstances of significant uncertainty, while not putting the public
at unacceptable risk.

(f) Planning for the future

28. The Government has seen significant benefits to policy-making arising from the OSI HSC
across a range of issues [Recs 43-45]. A valuable lesson learned as the HSC has evolved is the
importance of balance between all evidential streams as they affect and are affected by science,

6  Guidance on Freedom of Information Act can be found on-line at: http://www.foi.gov.uk/guidance/index.htm

7  Guidance on data protection can be found on-line from the Information Commissioner’s Office at: http://www.ico.gov.uk/
8  ‘Modernising Government’ can be found on-line at: http://www.policyhub.gov.uk/docs/modgov.pdf
9

‘Professional policy making for the 21st Century’ can be found on-line at:
http://www.policyhub.gov.uk/docs/profpolicymaking.pdf

10 Code of Practice on Consultation can be found on-line
at:http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/regulation/consultation/code/index.asp

















































































