Conclusions and Recommendations

[extracted from the main report]

Overarching Themes

Roles of Scientific Staff within core Defra 

8.
We agree that the role of the CSA (and the central science team, which includes the social sciences) is key to many aspects of Defra’s effective use of science and some specific points are dealt with elsewhere (e.g. see Recommendations 1 and 11 below). We concur with the RS’s view that “it is vital that the CSA is involved in all the key strategic decisions within Defra” and our attention has been drawn to specific examples where problems have arisen where this has not been the case from the outset.
 The following extract from Guidelines 2005 sets out the desired position that: “CSAs will work in partnership with policy makers ... to ensure appropriate scientific input into policy decisions.”

9.
We concur with the views, as set out in para.4 above, that there are undoubted benefits to Defra having scientists dispersed to the policy sectors, in terms of the department being an intelligent customer for science, closer interactions with policy staff, improving understanding of evidence needs and take-up of findings. However, given that Defra has adopted the dispersed model, there is also a need to recreate the advantages of a centralised approach, for example by maintaining a sense of a science ‘community’ and a strategic approach to research planning and co-ordination. In other parts of the report we have drawn attention to examples of good practice that the department could build on, e.g. use of seminars, workshops, secondments and the Environment Agency’s approach to line management of dispersed scientists (see section 10).

	Recommendation 1

Defra should build on existing good practice (seminars, workshops, secondments, etc.) to strengthen links between scientists across the department, including with the central science team. The role of the CSA and central science team is key in facilitating and implementing this.




10.
The natural sciences are essential to Defra’s business and this is widely recognised within and outside the department. Economics and statistics are also well-established. What has only more recently been acknowledged is the extent to which Defra also needs to make greater use of research in the social sciences more generally.
 The present centralisation of social researchers in Defra seems appropriate given the much smaller cadre of staff with such expertise. This encourages best use of a limited resource and helps ensure both quality and appropriate career development. In the longer term, more devolved arrangements may be appropriate.

	Recommendation 2

Defra should:

a) continue to develop its social research resource; 
b) further develop contact with the wider social research community; and
c) provide guidance to policy and implementation teams to ensure that social science considerations are fully integrated into science projects from the beginning.



External Scientific Advice

13.
Defra is probably a ‘market leader’ among Government departments in terms of consulting with stakeholders, i.e. inviting views. However, there is room for improvement in some areas in terms of how effectively the department engages with its stakeholders, i.e. makes contact with stakeholders and maintains a constructive dialogue with them. Successful examples of engagement include the Environmental Research Funders’ Forum and Sustainable Farming and Food Research Priorities Group.

14.
Defra makes extensive use of scientific advisory bodies. However, it may not always draw on the best scientific advice in some areas, for example not always involving Laboratory Agency staff because they might not be thought sufficiently independent of the department. One of the advantages of Defra being an intelligent customer for science is that it should be able to avoid such difficulties and make the best use of expertise, regardless of its source, provided that interests are declared openly at the outset.

	Recommendation 3

Defra should:

a) more consistently play a lead role in engagement with its stakeholders; examples of good practice to copy more widely include the Sustainable Farming and Food Research Priorities’ Group and the Environment Research Funders’ Forum; and
b) ensure that it is aware of, and draws on, the best possible sources of advice; regardless of whether this happens to be from among its Executive Agencies, academia, or internationally.


MAFF / DETR legacy issues

17.
Although some differences in approach may be justified, the indications are that the legacy issues are more extensive than they should be. There may need to be a change of culture towards querying why different parts of Defra do things differently, rather than questioning the need for changes to what has been done in the past. In this respect, the development of an overall Evidence and Innovation Strategy (E&IS) is a step in the right direction: see Section1.

1.
Science Strategy

28.
Whereas most OGDs are still starting the process, we commend Defra’s progress with its E&IS. We concur with the general support for Defra’s approach to development of its E&IS and the areas still to be addressed, identified above (see table below para.25). In particular:

	Recommendation 4

To complete the successful implementation of its E&IS, Defra needs to:

a) prioritise its science activities on the basis of risk, e.g. to policy and other evidence needs, measured in terms of economic, human and environmental costs and benefits (see para.58)
b) avoid gaps or overlaps between and within sectors by:

· engaging across all its internal DGs and with all its key external stakeholders (Agencies, OGDs (including devolved administrations), RCs, RCIs and industry): see Recommendation 3(a); and 

· marrying higher level strategy and sector-level priorities




29.
Implementation of Defra’s E&IS could help to address many of the overall issues raised above, for example: with regard to avoiding a DG/CSA disconnect; as a means of thinking strategically about evidence needs; and identifying gaps across Defra.

30.
Even when the overall E&IS is fully implemented, there will still be a need for Defra to maintain a strategic view at a sectoral level, i.e. elements of ‘bottom-up’ thinking will continue to be needed as well as a ‘top-down’ approach.

2.
Horizon Scanning

38.
Defra has been in the vanguard of HS amongst Government departments. It deserves to be commended for this but the disadvantage of being amongst the first is a lack of established practice on which to build. Various approaches to HS have been tried and there have been some successes but there is also some confusion over past HS activities and what they have achieved. The department’s new HS team is now re-launching this activity and we commend this renewal of HS and the intention to learn lessons from past activities. To be effective, Defra’s HS needs to be sustained and resourced as a long-term strategic commitment.

	Recommendation 5

Defra should build horizon scanning (HS) into its strategic framework so that effort on HS is sustained as a primary resource commitment.




3.
Reviewing existing research and identifying gaps and opportunities

48.
Within individual sectors, reviewing science is generally an aspect that Defra covers well. The main concerns are that the department does not always effectively identify gaps and overlaps across sectors or take sufficient account of social science insights and that it is strongly reliant on key individuals (and therefore vulnerable to their loss when they move on). Implementation of Recommendations 2, 3 and 4 should ensure that the first two concerns are addressed. The staffing issue is covered by Recommendation 13 in section 10 below.

4.
Commissioning and managing new research

73.
As indicated in section 1 and Recommendation 4 on strategy, there is work to be done on prioritisation of Defra’s science activities. With regard to commissioning and managing science, our findings indicate that Defra science project managers have a good reputation but there may be opportunities for the processes they apply to be streamlined or otherwise improved. Defra commissions a very large number of science projects each year and these can vary enormously in terms of cost, timescale and nature. It is entirely appropriate that major projects or programmes, some of which run for a number of years, should be thoroughly and independently: appraised (at the bidding stage), monitored (while the work is being done) and reviewed or evaluated (on completion or some time afterwards). We recognise that some projects that Defra commissions are of necessity small and urgent and may therefore have to be let by single tender. Our findings also indicate that there are areas where bringing together related projects would be beneficial to both Defra and its science providers, both in terms of the quality of the science and the administrative costs. In deciding on an appropriate level of management, the extent of administration should be proportionate to the cost of a project and its likely importance (also see paras.74 onwards with regard to quality control / peer review):

	Recommendation 6

Defra should:

a) ensure the wider adoption of good practice and consider suggested specific improvements to its commissioning processes (identified in paras.63-65 above); and

b) aim to reduce the administrative burden of its many small science projects by:

· simplifying the commissioning and management processes for smaller science projects. This should not be at the expense of quality control. The Home Office’s QUAD approach (para.66) should be considered; and

· reducing the number of small projects commissioned, for example by increasing the number of longer-term projects and programmes or by seeking to increase the proportion of larger, collaborative projects (albeit only where this will benefit the science, for example by improving the compatibility of data sets).



5.
Ensuring quality and relevance of science

82.
The joint quality assurance (QA) code developed and implemented by Defra, FSA, BBSRC and NERC is to be commended. Defra’s increasing use of peer review (both prior to commissioning and after completion) is also supported.

	Recommendation 7

OGDs should note and, where appropriate, adopt Defra’s recent approaches to quality assurance
 and peer review
 of science.



83.
Government science must not only be of good quality but needs to be fit for purpose as well. In this respect, Defra (along with OGDs) may need to do more to make it clear to academia and other potential science providers that its science is needed for various purposes (policy making, regulatory, surveillance and monitoring) and will not always need to be ‘cutting edge’, indeed some of it may be routine but no less important for that.

84.
We support the trend towards increasing use of evaluation to assess the relevance of Defra’s science.
, 
 In some cases this may be useful in judging whether certain areas of science need to be continued or the resources moved towards areas of greater priority. For areas that are being considered for closure, such evaluations need to include in their remit the probabilities, costs and timings of re-starting the science or re-building the expertise if needed again in future. The appropriate timing for an evaluation will vary according to the expected outcomes of a piece of work but may be several years after a project is completed. An evaluation will need to involve end-users of the science. It will usually require a multi-disciplinary approach and should consider science that may have been ignored as well as that which has been used. 

	Recommendation 8

Defra needs to increase its use of (post-completion) evaluation of science. Such evaluations should consider both fitness for purpose and added value. (There is expertise in OGDs such as DTI for Defra to draw on).



6.
Using science and scientific advice 

96.
Within Defra there is full recognition that its science is commissioned to help formulate and meet policy objectives. Those outside the department have wider expectations. However, there is a need for fuller and more consistent understanding, both across Defra and between the department and external science communities, of the various purposes for which science is used and a wider recognition within Defra that these purposes are not restricted to the immediate demands of the policy agenda.

97.
Defra needs to consider when (e.g. at what stage of the policy making process) and how best to take account of external / public stakeholder perspectives in addition to scientific evidence. This is an issue across Government, not just for Defra. The Phillips report concluded that: “Our experience over this lengthy Inquiry has led us to the firm conclusion that a policy of openness is the correct approach. When responding to public or media demand for advice, the Government must resist the temptation of attempting to appear to have all the answers in a situation of uncertainty. We believe that food scares and vaccine scares thrive on a belief that the Government is withholding information. If doubts are openly expressed and publicly explored, the public are capable of responding rationally and are more likely to accept reassurance and advice if and when it comes.
· To establish credibility it is necessary to generate trust. 

· Trust can only be generated by openness. 

· Openness requires recognition of uncertainty, where it exists. 

· The importance of precautionary measures should not be played down on the grounds that the risk is unproved. 

· The public should be trusted to respond rationally to openness. 

· Scientific investigation of risk should be open and transparent. 

· The advice and the reasoning of advisory committees should be made public.” 

	Recommendation 9

Defra should make its use of science more open to challenge so that both internal and external stakeholders can monitor the sensitivities of policy to changes in the underpinning science.



7.
Publishing results and debating their findings and implications openly

and

8.
Sharing and transferring knowledge

108.
There is widespread recognition that almost all of Defra’s science is made publicly available and for the most part shared effectively. The main significant criticisms relate to the handling of the large volume of underlying data that Defra science generates, which is not normally published in its own right, and how this could be made more readily available or better integrated with data from other sources. This is a common issue across Government departments and has been made the subject of (one of three) ‘Grand Challenges’ for Government to address (see: http://www.dft.gov.uk/stellent/groups/dft_science/documents/page/dft_science_611659.hcsp)
109.
We commend the criteria set out in Defra’s Accessibility Commitment (see para.102 above) and understand that Defra has various activities in-hand to improve its internal knowledge management.
 We support such activities as precursors to the implementation of department-wide systems.

	Recommendation 10

Defra should:

a) together with some of its main stakeholders, examine options for improving the awareness, integration and (especially external) availability of its data. (The EA web-site has been suggested as an example of good practice for availability of data).
b) develop and maintain its science / knowledge information system(s) as a means of enabling better cross-sectoral and multi-disciplinary awareness of existing knowledge and to avoid corporate memory loss and duplication of effort.




9.
Implementing Guidelines and the Code of Practice for Scientific Advisory Committees

129.
Defra makes extensive use of external advisory bodies, many of these are formally signed up to the Code of Practice for Scientific Advisory Committees and the indications are that the others (generally bodies with a shorter-term remit) also adhere to the same principles. We share the concerns expressed that the CSA has, in a few (high-profile) cases, been by-passed in the provision of scientific advice to Ministers. 

	Recommendation 11

To ensure a coherent picture, all scientific advisory bodies set up to advise Defra Ministers should report via the CSA. This is a recommendation that OGDs should also follow.




130.
Defra’s SAC fulfils an important role in:

· providing a challenge function

· supporting and advising the CSA

· using sub-groups to look at specific issues in-depth

· engaging with the wider community

· interacting between the natural and social science communities.
 

We agree with the Royal Society’s view that, “To be effective SAC must be involved in all major policy issues involving scientific evidence and include a sufficient number of internationally recognised scientists (covering an appropriate range of disciplines) in addition to other stakeholders.”

	Recommendation 12

OGDs which use a significant amount of science should consider adopting Defra’s and MoD’s approaches to having an over-all Science Advisory Council.




131.
With regard to the use of the best available scientific advice, see para.14 and Recommendation 3(b) above.

132.
Defra is applying the principles in Guidelines but OSI should consider whether Guidelines are serving a useful purpose among Government departments generally.

10.
  Maintenance and development of scientific expertise

Internal Science Expertise

147.
We agree that, from time to time, Defra has to re-balance the ‘skills set’ of its scientists to meet the department’s changing needs and there are benefits to the introduction of new staff with new ideas. However, a rapid turnover of Defra staff with scientific expertise impacts adversely on the effective working of the department in several ways, for example: corporate memory loss / repetition of previously commissioned science; less effective communication with external stakeholders including contractors; and poorer use of science and scientific advice for policy or other purposes.

	Recommendation 13

Defra should ensure it achieves and maintains the right balance of internal scientific expertise. This could be assisted in a variety of ways, for example by:

a) making better provision for succession planning;

b) reducing the rate of staff turnover (e.g. financial incentives for key experienced staff to stay in post longer)
;

c) greater use of secondments into and out of the core department (i.e. including exchanges between Defra and the Environment Agency or Defra Laboratory Agencies);
d) implementing a consistent approach to tracking staff deployment and expertise (e.g. as part of the department’s development of its knowledge management systems: see Recommendation 10(b)). 



(Also see: Recommendation 2 with regard to social science expertise in overarching themes).

148.
We agree that tensions might occasionally arise between the roles of a CSA (as an independent source of scientific advice) and a departmental Science DG (i.e. a civil servant and budget holder). This could also apply to OGDs where such roles are filled by the same individual. However, there could also be disadvantages to having the roles separated, for example in terms of diminished influence of the CSA on a departmental Management Board. This is an issue for the GCSA, Defra and OGDs to consider further and we recognise that the best approach may vary from one department to another.

External Science Expertise

149.
Perhaps the most frequent criticism of Defra that we have heard is that the department is being slow or reluctant to ensure the existence of scientific expertise in areas for which it is a main customer / recipient. This is a particular concern in areas where there is a need to be able to respond to emergencies. While the need for Defra to re-prioritise its work from time to time is fully acknowledged, including the need to ‘sun-set’ some areas altogether, and we recognise that some of its critics are ‘interested parties’, the department needs to recognise that in some areas it is a major customer for scientific advice and that, in areas where it is required, science expertise needs to be built up and maintained. Defra needs to ensure that its requirements for expertise and facilities can be met now and in the future. To this end, its strategic planning needs to be joined up with that of other funders of Public Sector Research Establishments and other strategic facilities, as required under RIPSS in 2004.

	Recommendation 14

As a matter of urgency, Defra should conclude agreements with other funders and partner organisations, making the resource commitments needed to sustain the science expertise and infrastructure that will enable the department to meet its policy and delivery needs. 

[Also see Recommendation 4 above]  
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� E.g. with regard to bovine TB and radioactive waste.


� http://www.dti.gov.uk/files/file9767.pdf


� Including: economics, human geography, social anthropology, social psychology, sociology, political / policy sciences and planning.


� This is in line with the Phillips BSE inquiry report: � HYPERLINK "http://www.bseinquiry.gov.uk/report/volume1/chapt142.htm#648816" ��http://www.bseinquiry.gov.uk/report/volume1/chapt142.htm#648816� “Potential conflicts of interest should not preclude selection of those members otherwise best qualified, but conflicts of interest should be declared and registered.”


� http://www.defra.gov.uk/science/documents/QACoP_V8.pdf


� http://www.defra.gov.uk/science/how/peer_review.htm


� Evaluation is defined as an independent, constructive analysis of the impact, efficiency and appropriateness of a policy or programme or activity.


� See Annex 3, paras.3.100-.101


� CPA, NERC, RGS, Annex 3, paras.2.2-.6


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.bseinquiry.gov.uk/report/volume1/chapt142.htm#648931" ��http://www.bseinquiry.gov.uk/report/volume1/chapt142.htm#648931�


�  Knowledge audits and knowledge networks are being piloted: see Annex 7, para.98 and Annex 3, paras.3.170-.175


� See Annex 2, table below para.9.1


� There are certainly precedents for this, at least in DTI if not OGDs.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.dti.gov.uk/science/science-funding/ripss/page22675.html" ��http://www.dti.gov.uk/science/science-funding/ripss/page22675.html�
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