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Dear Ms Cooper,

Re Science Review of the HSE

Thank you for the opportunity to submit opinions on this Science Review.  I shall not address all the broad topics. My responses will be concise but I would be happy to provide further evidence or clarification if required. The numbering will match your headings:

1.



Many of the comments below impinge, at least indirectly, on the first area.

2.
Most of the HSE Horizon Scanning appears to be conducted internally.  On one occasion I was privileged to be asked to speak at a HSE internal meeting in which ‘horizon scanning’ was part of the agenda so I contributed ‘tangentially’. However I believe that the academic departments can contribute to this process more actively if invited to do so. It is a pity that the Occupational Health Advisory Committee has been disbanded. The ‘reference group’ appears even weaker. A forum / think-tank including external input to horizon scanning should be encouraged. Academics are often criticised of being high up in lofty ivory towers. They are no longer made of ivory but being high up they can afford a better view of the horizon.

3.
A big gap exists in the current HSE method for identifying gaps and opportunities for future research. It seems to be a purely ‘internal’ process. The wider views of academic researchers are not generally sought nor is there any longer a mechanism for research proposals to be submitted to HSE save for those themes where it is explicitly seeking research. The HSE should have a mechanism for considering short outline research proposals, seeking peer reviewed opinions on these, and then fuller costed proposals where the initial ‘screen’ has been positive.

4.
My Centre is currently in receipt of extant research grants totalling around £3 million from the HSE. We are truly grateful for this and I would not wish my comments to be misinterpreted otherwise. However I was surprised to note that we have been awarded some large grants apparently without external peer review. We would have been happy to have our proposals externally peer reviewed, and correspondingly to make our time available to participate in peer reviewing of other proposals. This should help ensure the best value for the taxpayer.  The prospect of having our proposals accepted only after external peer-review does not weaken our resolve in submitting them, but rather makes the money awarded more ‘worthy’ (and rightly so) when we are judged by our academic peers eg in the Research Assessment Exercise.

5.
Comments elsewhere may be relevant to this point too. 

6.
I had written to the Chair of the Commission pointing out that the HSE’s draft Science Strategy mentions working with a wide range of bodies as indeed it should, yet omits mention of the academic bodies and units whose expertise and remit is specifically scientific.  The Chief Scientist of the HSE should have access to Expert Panels including academics such as is the case with other Govt Depts (eg DH, DEFRA). Reference to the sad demise of OHAC has already been made.
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