
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Science Policy 

Explained and 

               Explored 



2 

 

CONTENTS 

3   — Science and Policy 
6   — Who Makes Policy 

6   — The Government  
13 — Science in Government 

18 — Parliament 
19 — Science in Parliament 

21 — Other Organisations Involved in Science Policy 
23 — Methods of Communicating Science into Policy 

 
This Booklet accompanies the ”Introduction to Science Policy” workshops 

from the “Science Policy Explained and Explored” series. As an 
introductory document it lists only a selection of the organisations dealing 

with science policy and the key methods that they employ.  The  booklets 
“ How Policy is Made - A Short Guide”  which provides more detail of the 

UK policy formulation and legislative processes, and “An Introduction to 

Policy Making in the European Union” providing an outline of the 
institutions of the EU and how they formulate policy and make Laws is 

also available to accompany these workshops together with a Newton’s 
Apple “ document  “A Directory of useful Science Policy Websites.”   

 
For more information, please see the Newton’s Apple Website: 

www.newtons-apple.org.uk 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                         

 
Newton’s Apple Foundation Ltd 

Clearwater House, 4-7 Manchester Street, London, W1U 3AE 
Website: www.newtons-apple.org.uk 

A Company Limited by Guarantee Reg. No. 05916214 
Registered Charity Number: 1121719 

 
© 3rd Edition  Newton’s Apple Foundation Ltd 2012 



3 

 

SCIENCE AND POLICY 

 
The first question we need to ask is “What is Policy”?   Policy is how 

organisations define the actions they use to ensure their smooth 
running, or deal with particular situations.   At National level it is the 

policies decided on, and implemented by, the Government which are 
of greatest importance. These will determine how the Country is run 

and will have an impact on our lives.  
 

 
 

 
 

 
The most important policies are those that ensure the health and 

wealth of the Nation. These include the provision of services such as 

education, health, social security, crime prevention and foreign policy. 
Importantly, taxation policies determine how the 

Government obtains funds to implement these 
services.   Policies in these areas are usually 

developed by the political parties and will appear 
in their manifestos as they compete for power at 

General Elections.  The policies of the party 
holding the majority of seats in the House of 

Commons will usually be the ones that are put 
into effect.  

 
There are other Policies which must be 

formulated by the Government on a more ad 
hoc basis to meet new circumstances or deal 

with serious situations that may arise.  Examples of these include 

some long term issues, such as the impacts of climate change on the 
environment and the prevention of terrorism. As well as more 

immediate crises like the impacts of the Banking crisis on the 
economy or the handling of outbreaks of serious animal and human 

disease threats such as foot and mouth disease, BSE, Swine Flu and 
SARS.  Still other policies are devised to regulate the various activities 

that we undertake.     
 

There are two broad strands of policy formulation which the scientific 
community should be both interested in and involved with. 

 
 1.) Policy that is based on scientific evidence: 

 
 Government departments, who are responsible for policy formulation 

and its implementation in their particular areas of activity, are 
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increasingly realising the need for policy to be based on sound 

evidence. Often this evidence will come from some area of science, 
engineering or technology (SET). It is therefore important that the 

SET community – at all levels – should be willing and able to provide, 
and explain, the evidence that  Departmental Ministers and Civil 

Servants need to create sound policies. 

The areas where policy must be formed using scientific evidence range 
from the obvious, such as the environment, public health, climate 

change or the relative safety of nuclear power generation,  to the 
more obscure, such as the likely efficacy of smart metering systems 

for gas and electricity.  There are now many areas of policy 
formulation which should be underpinned by strong scientific 

evidence. Some of these are shown in Box 1. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
  

2.)  Policy that affects the research environment: 
 

Government policy decides how publicly funded Research and 
Development (R&D) is managed in the UK, and the structures that it 

will use to do this such as the Research Councils, the Higher Education 
Councils, the  Technology Strategy Board, Regional organisations, etc.   

It also directly affects the amount of research done and the way it is 
done.  This is done in two main ways.  First, and most importantly, the 

 

BOX 1. 
Some Policy areas with 
a scientific evidence base 

 
• Security of Food production 

• Genetic modification of organisms 

• Reproductive technologies 

• Public Health e.g.Control of epidemic and pandemic diseases;    
obesity 

• Advances in treatment of disease  - e.g. stem cell therapies; 
use of new medicines 

• Land use and Management 

• Sustainable energy production 

• Safety of nuclear power stations 

• Energy efficient transport 

• Global Warming and Climate change 

• Use of DNA databases 
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Government will decide the amount of money that it is prepared to 

spend on R & D activities within the Universities and Research Council 
Institutes, within Government Departments themselves and also in 

support of R&D in Industry.  The science budget is therefore 
something that affects us all.   Secondly, and equally important, 

however are the policies which underlie how the science budget is to 
be allocated.  For example what emphasis there should be on blue sky 

research, or on more strategic or applied research; and how much 
research it wants to see done by companies and organisations beyond 

the purely academic research?  Then there are other questions such 
as which areas of SET should have priority; and, what should be the 

links between research, innovation and exploitation and how to foster 
them.   

 
The other area of policy which has some direct effects on how 

research can be conducted is regulation.  Many areas of scientific 

activity are now controlled by rules and 
procedures that must be followed.  These 

range from the rules underlying the 
protection of the intellectual property 

rights that may arise out of research, to 
the legal and ethical regulations that 

ensure that scientists adhere to best 
practice.  They may therefore sometimes 

have a direct impact on the way scientific research in conducted.  
Some of these regulations are shown in Box 2. 

 
 

 
 

BOX 2 

Some policies that affect the 

way that scientists work 

• Health and Safety regulations; COSH, GLP, GMP etc   

• Legislation regulating experiments with animals 

• Regulations on use of Radioactive isotopes and radiation 

 
•  Regulations controlling the use of  Genetically Modified Organisms  
 

• Human Tissues Act 2004 -  controlling the use of  

      human tissues in research 

 

• Human Fertilisation and Embryology Act  2008 -  controlling 

     and licensing fertility clinics and research using human 

     gametes and embryos 
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It is important however to recognise that policy decisions cannot be 
taken on the basis of scientific information alone.  Policy makers must 

also take into account other societal and political issues and views. A 
balance between the scientific and political demands is therefore 

needed. 
 

WHO MAKES POLICY? 

 
There are numerous parliamentary and governmental institutions, as 
well as various private sector organisations, learned societies, other 

scientific organisations and also individuals that are involved with 
either, or both, of the above strands of science policy.  Their roles will 

now be considered. 
 

THE GOVERNMENT  

 

The Government of the UK is usually formed by the political party 
which wins the greatest number of seats in the House of Commons. 

This is normally the party which can command the majority of votes in 
the House.   Following the 2010 General Election although the 

Conservative Party had the most seats in the House of Commons, it 
did not have an absolute majority.  That is, it could not ensure that it 

could command the support of the majority of the members of the 
House.  It therefore had to form a coalition Government in partnership 

with the Liberal-Democratic Party according to principles laid down in 
a coalition agreement reached between the two parties.  This 

inevitably means that compromises will have to be made when it 
comes to implementing the policies foreshadowed in the party 

manifestoes and in developing new policies as the need arises. 

 
The Prime Minister 

 
The Prime Minister is the leader of the majority 

party and is the head of the UK Government. 
He is ultimately responsible for polices 

developed and implemented across the 
country. The Prime Minister is also responsible 

for the organisation of the executive and as 
such he oversees the operation of the Civil 

Service and Government departments and 
agencies.  Previously he alone has appointed 

the Members of the Cabinet, Ministers of State 
and other Government posts.  However in 
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accordance with the Coalition agreement, he now makes appointments 

in consultation with the Deputy Prime Minister, who is the Leader of 
the Liberal-Democratic Party, and posts are filled in proportion to the 

relative size of the two parties in Parliament.  The Prime minister is 
the principal Government figure in the House of Commons.  

 
From time to time, because of the challenges and other pressures 

which face the UK, there must be changes and reorganisation in the 
Government structure.  Ministers may be shuffled, promoted or 

demoted, responsibilities can be reallocated between ministers or new 
Departments can be created or existing ones abolished.  In the 

present coalition arrangements these changes are made by agreement 
between the Prime Minister and Deputy Prime Minister. 

 
The Cabinet  

 

The Cabinet is the committee at the centre of Government and is the 
supreme decision-making body.  It  meets in the Cabinet Room in 10 

Downing Street to decide the Government’s overall strategy and to 
make decisions on the major political issues of the day.  The Cabinet 

takes collective decisions and observes the principle of “Cabinet 
Responsibility”. Thus once decisions are made these are binding 

across the Cabinet and thus Government.    
 

As well as the Prime Minister, who chairs the Cabinet, and the Deputy 
Prime Minister, the Cabinet is made up of the Chancellor of the 

Exchequer and the Secretaries of State responsible for the various 
major government departments. In the addition some other members 

of the Government, including the Leader of the House of Commons, 
the Minister of State for Universities and Science and the Chief Whip, 

attend Cabinet meetings.   

 
In addition to the Cabinet itself, there are a number of Cabinet 

Committees, and a number of sub-committees which deal specialist 
issues and also managing the coalition. Some of these are shown in 

Box 3.  These allow the Cabinet to deal with the considerable volume 
of Government business more efficiently and so reduce the burden on 

the Cabinet itself by looking at issues in detail. The decisions taken by 
these Committees have the authority of the full Cabinet and are 

binding. 
 

Membership of the various Cabinet Committees is decided by the 
Prime Minister who also lays down their terms of reference in 

consultation with the Deputy Prime Minister.  Each Committee has a 
chair drawn from one of the Coalition Parties and a deputy chair drawn 

from the other Party.  In some cases these roles are taken by the 
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Prime Minister or Deputy Prime Minister, in other cases it is taken by 

other senior Ministers.  Membership of Cabinet Committees is not 
confined to members of the Cabinet and may include other relevant 

Ministers of State and Parliamentary under Secretaries of State.   
Some officials can also be invited to attend meetings.   

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

The Coalition Committee is a new high level Cabinet Committee which 

has as its remit the consideration of issues relating to the effective 
operation of the Coalition. Where issues arise in other Cabinet 

Committees that affect this, and which cannot be resolved by that 
Committee, they can be referred to the Coalition Committee for 

decision.  This Committee is co-chaired by the Prime Minister and 
Deputy Prime Minister. 

 
The Government Departments 

 
In addition to the Cabinet Office and the Office of the Attorney 

General, the Government is currently made up of 18 major 
departments, each being headed by a Secretary of State and 

responsible for managing specific National issues. For example the 
Department of Health is at present responsible for both the National 

Health Service and public health issues; the Department for 

BOX 3 

Some Cabinet Committees 

• Coalition Committee 

• National Security Council 

o NSC - Threats, Hazards, Resilience and Contingencies    

o NSC  - Nuclear Deterrence and Security  

• European Affairs Committee 

• Social Justice Committee 

• Home Affairs Committee 

• Economic Affairs Committee 

• Banking Reform Committee 

• Parliamentary Business and Legislation Committee 

• Public Expenditure Committee 
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Environment, Food and Rural Affairs is responsible for issues including 

land management, farming and food production. (See Box 4.) 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
The Secretary of State, as the Ministerial Head of each department, is 

responsible for the development of those policies within its remit and 
in line with the priorities of the Government of the day and the 

associated legislation.  He or she will also decide how the public 

money allocated to the department is spent to meet its objectives and 
responsibilities. The Secretary of State is supported by a number of 

Ministers of State and Parliamentary under Secretaries of State or 
“Junior Ministers,” who hold particular parts of the Department’s 

portfolio.  These are usually elected politicians but can be members of 
the House of Lords from the political parties in power, and sometimes 

un-elected people have been brought in from the business world to fill 
these more junior roles.  There are also Parliamentary Private 

Secretaries (PPSs), who are elected MPs who act as unpaid ministerial 
aides.  

 
Each Secretary of State, Junior Minister and PPS is supported by  

politically impartial Permanent Civil Servants who are employed not by 
the individual Government Departments but by the Crown. They can 

therefore be transferred between Departments, Executive Agencies 

BOX 4 
The Major Departments of 

the UK Government 
 

• The Treasury 

• The Department of Justice 

• The Home Office 

• The Department for Business, Innovation and Skills 

• The Ministry of Defence 

• Foreign and Commonwealth Office 

• Department for Work and Pensions 

• Department of Energy and Climate Change 

• Department of Health 

• Department for Education 

• Department for Communities and Local Government 

• Department of Transport 

• Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 

• Department for International Development 

• Department for Culture, Media and Sport 

• Northern Ireland Office 

• Scotland Office 

• Wales  Office 
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and Non-Ministerial Departments and during their careers they are 

likely to have worked in a number of different Departments. This 
flexibility makes re-organisation with Government relatively easy.   

 
There are also Special Advisers (SPADs) within Government 

Departments.  These are political appointments made by the relevant  
Secretary of State with the written approval of the Prime Minister. 

They are temporary Civil Servants and hold their position until the end 
of the Administration which appointed them, or until the Minister 

appointing them leaves office or moves to a different role.  Their role, 
which is now defined by Statute, is to provide political and policy 

advice to the Ministers and provide some assistance for them.   
 

In order for Government departments to deliver the Government’s 
priorities, and election promises, they often set up a large number of 

diverse bodies. These different bodies include Executive Agencies, 

Non-Departmental Public Bodies (NDPBs - also known as Quangoes), 
task forces, ad-hoc advisory groups and reviews. 

 
Executive Agencies 

 
An Executive Agency is an integral part of its Government department   

and is created to perform some of the executive functions of the 
department and deliver particular services within its remit.  Although 

part of the department, the Agency is treated both in its management 
and budget, as separate from the department. (See Box 5). 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

The agencies are used as a way of distancing the ministers and the 
policy makers within the department from the business of delivering 

BOX 5 

Some Executive Agencies 

of UK Government Departments 

 

• Animal Health Agency and  Veterinary Laboratories  

            Agency (Environment, Food and Rural Affairs),  

• UK Intellectual Property Office (Business, Innovation 

and Skills (BIS),     

• the Meteorological Office (BIS), 

• Defence Science and Technology Laboratory 

(Defence), 

• Criminal Records Bureau (Home Office),  

• Highways Agency (Transport)  

• Medicines and Healthcare Products Regulatory 

Authority   (Health), 

• Job Centre Plus (Work and Pensions), 

• UK Border Agency (Home Office), 

• UK Space Agency (BIS) . 
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policy.  The Agencies are not responsible for developing and setting 

policies but they are accountable to their minister who is in turn 
responsible to Parliament.   

 
Non-Departmental Public Bodies 

 
Non-Departmental Public Bodies (NDPBs), 

sometimes known as “Quasi autonomous non-
Governmental organisations” (Quangoes), play 

a role in the processes of national Government. 
They are not a part of Government but are 

sponsored by a department. Currently there are 
over 700 of these bodies. (See Box 6).  The 

NDPBs are created by Act of Parliament and are 
accountable to Parliament through their sponsor 

ministers.  They carry out their work at arms 

length from ministers and are largely self-
determining with some considerable 

independence, including a degree of financial 
independence.  NDPBs are managed by a Board 

with a Chief Executive and the majority of their staff are not Civil 
Servants. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
NDPBs do not implement policies of the department or carry out 

orders of the ministers but may perform a number of functions.  Some 
have executive functions whilst others carry out administrative or 

regulatory functions or are Tribunals.  The largest number of NDPBs 

BOX 6 
Some Non-Departmental  

Public Bodies 
 

• The Higher Education Funding Council for  
England 

• The Research Councils  
• The Technology Strategy Board 
• The major National Museums 
• The Big Lottery Fund 
• Natural England 
• The Environment Agency 
• The Health Protection Agency  

(part of Public Health England from April 
2013) 

• The UK Atomic Energy Authority 
• The Human Fertilisation and Embryology 

Authority  
• The Human Tissue Authority 
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are set up to provide independent and expert advice to ministers on 

particular issues by various means including gathering evidence and 
consulting with stakeholders.  

 
Non-Ministerial Departments 
 

Non-Ministerial Government Departments (NMDs) are a part of the 

Government established to deliver a particular Governmental function 
but they are not headed by a minister. They are at arms length from 

Government departments and are accountable to Parliament which 
also provides their funding.  NMDs are a means of removing political 

interference from some aspects of public life. (See Box 7).  The NMD 
is headed by a board, or a commissioner, who may be appointed by a 

Government minister, and will carry out the duties and responsibilities 
which are laid down in statutes creating the NMD.   Although the 

NMDs are independent of other Government departments they may 
have links with ministers in the departments and they can provide 

advice to several departments on matters of policy.   A NMD may have 
its own Executive agencies. An example of this is the Forestry 

Commission’s , agency, ‘Forest Research’.  

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The Coalition Government is carrying out a review of some Executive 

Agencies,  NDPBs and MNDs. This has lead to the disappearance of the 
Regional Development Agencies and is likely to result in the  abolition 

others with their roles being taken over by other Governmental 
bodies.  For example the Health Protection Agency will in 2013 be 

subsumed into Public Health England.  
 

Task Forces, ad-hoc advisory groups and reviews 

 
While Executive Agencies, or NDPBs, may have relatively long-term 

functions, ad hoc advisory groups and reviews may be set up by the 
Government with a short-term focus. These are tasked to look into 

particular issues in detail as they arise, such as, for example, the 

BOX 7 
Some Non-Ministerial  

Departments 
 

• The  Food Standards Agency 
• The Forestry Commission 
• The Charity Commission 
• Ordinance Survey 
• HM Revenue and Customs 
• UK Trade and Investment 
• The UK Statistics Authority 
• OFSTED 
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safety of mobile telephones, and usually provide advice. When their 

work comes to an end, they are disbanded; they are usually expected 
to run for less than two years.  Over the years Royal Commissions 

have been set up to examine particular issue or problems in detail and 
provide advice, such as the one on environmental pollution.   

 
SCIENCE IN GOVERNMENT 
 

Scientific evidence is important to all Government Departments.  They 
may need to understand scientific issues and to ask questions of 

science, engineering and technology in the course of evolving their 
policies.  Increasingly Departments will need to use technology, and in 

particular information technology, in order to run their business 
efficiently or to deliver services.  The Government has a Chief 

Scientific Advisor (GSCA) whose overarching responsibility is to 

oversee the use of science and technology across all of the 
Government Departments.  He also has direct responsibility for 

providing advice to the Prime Minister and Cabinet on scientific issues.  
In recent years all Government departments have now appointed their 

own Chief Scientific Advisors. Many departments also have some 
scientifically qualified civil servants on their staff. 

 
The Department Of Business, Innovation and Skills 

(BIS) 
 

For most scientists, engineers and technologists whether in academia 
or industry the most relevant Government department is probably the 

Department of Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS).   This 
department is responsible for further and higher education, science 

and innovation, and skills.  One of its important functions is to allocate 
the science budget between the Research Councils and to provide the 

funding for English universities through the Higher Education Funding 
Council for England (HEFCE).  Policies formulated by BIS are therefore 

likely to impact in some way upon the science base. 
 

The Government Office for Science (GO-Science) 
 
GO-Science is a semi-autonomous body based in the Department of 

Business, Innovation and Skills and is headed by the Government’s 
Chief Scientific Advisor.  It has responsibility for ensuring that 

Government policies are informed and underpinned by robust scientific 
evidence and long-term thinking.  GO-Science works with all 

Departments and has a major role to review Government-funded 
science and to ensure, and improve, the quality and use of scientific 

evidence and advice across Government.  
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To help this happen it has established a number of formal and 
informal networks involving individuals from other Government 

Departments as well as external experts.  These networks can provide 
advice on matters of science and technology to aid the formulation of 

policy.  Through its network partners GO-Science provides guidance to 
other departments on the use of science, including the social sciences, 

engineering and technology as a source of good evidence to provide 
the basis for developing sound policy. 

 
There are three Units within GO-Science:   

 
The Science in Government Unit (SiG) deals with the management 

and use of Science across Government.  It supports the Chief 
Scientific Advisers in other Departments and carries out 

science reviews of the Departments to ensure and 

improve the quality and use of scientific evidence and 
advice across Government. In addition it provides support 

for the GCSA on specific areas such as, for example, 
climate change and food security.  It also provides the 

secretariat for the Council for Science and Technology 
(see below). 

 
Foresight which carries out Foresight projects to look at 

the long-term risks and challenges facing the UK and how 
cutting-edge science and technology can help meet them. It also looks 

for the opportunities made available by emerging fields of science 
engineering and technology. These projects can enable policymakers 

to develop strategies to prepare for future developments. Recent 
reports cover topics such  as “Global Food and Farming Futures”  and 

“International Dimensions of Climate Change”. 

 
Within Foresight there is the Horizon Scanning Centre which was 

established to carry out SET scans which cut across all Government 
Departments and helps them with specific horizon scanning projects.  

Through these projects policymakers may be enabled to develop 
strategies to prepare for future developments. 

 
The International Science and 

Innovation Unit (ISIU) which promotes 
UK scientific expertise abroad and ensures 

that UK Government, researchers and 
businesses gain as much benefit as 

possible from international partnerships. It 
also informs policy making.  ISIU manages 

the science and innovation network which 



15 

 

has staff based in British Embassies and Consulates abroad whose 

responsibility is fostering international scientific collaborations with 
scientists in other countries.  

 
.The responsibilities of BIS 

 
BIS has a large and broad portfolio for which it is responsible.   

 
• The science budget, amounting to over £4.5 billion, including the 

funding for the seven Research Councils and three National Academies 
– the Royal Society, the Royal Academy of Engineering and the British 

Academy. In this it is supported by the Director General for Science 
and Research. 

 
• Sponsoring and funding the Higher Education Council for England. 

In this it is supported by the Director General for Universities and 

Skills. The provision of Higher Education in the devolved countries is 
the responsibility of their respective Governments.   

 

• Ensuring that the UK workforce is equipped with the necessary 

skills. 
 

• Policy on innovation, including funding for the Technology Strategy 

Board, and Government links with NESTA. 
 

• The Science and Society agenda aimed at improving the way 
science is communicated to the public, improving scientific literacy and 

building public confidence in science. 
 

• The UK Space Agency. 
 

• The UK-Intellectual Property Office (UK-IPO) - formerly known as 

the Patents Office. 
 

• The National Weights and Measures Laboratory (NWML) 

 

The overall responsibility for policy on University funding in England 
and for research throughout the UK lies with the Minister of State for 

Universities and Science.  He is not a member of the Cabinet but 
attends Cabinet meetings.  He is supported by the Director General for 

Science and Research (the DGSR) and the Director General for 
Universities and Skills (the DGUS).  
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Other Government Bodies Using Science 
 
Many of the other departments of Government, including the Non-

ministerial Departments, have responsibility for obtaining scientific 
advice to underpin their own policy areas and strategies. They will  

commission and fund research and development activities in relevant 
areas to support their work and in some cases , to support their own 

in-house R&D activities.  Some departments control significant 

research budgets.   A number of departments have established their 
own science Advisory Councils to provide external overview and 

challenge of their use of scientific evidence.  For scientific advice on 
specific areas of their activities they may set up Scientific Advisory 

Committees using independent experts. The whole area of scientific 
advice across Government departments is underpinned by the GCSA’s 

“Guidelines on the use of science and engineering advice in Policy 
making.”     

 

The Council for Science and Technology 
 

The Council for Science and Technology (CST) is a top-level, 
independent UK Government agency working within the GO-Science.   

It acts as an independent advisory body on science and technology 
policy issues. The CST advises the Prime Minister, the First Ministers 

of the Devolved Administrations and other Ministers on medium to 
long-term issues that cut across the responsibilities of individual 

Government Departments. The Council is made up of respected senior 
figures in science, engineering and technology and are appointed by 

the Prime Minister. It is chaired by two co-chairmen, the GCSA and an 
independent scientist appointed by the Prime Minister.  Its work 

programmes are in five broad themes: 

 

• sustaining and developing science in the UK and international co-    

operation,  

• fostering science as an integral part of UK culture,  

 
• promoting excellence in science education,  

 

• making more effective use of scientific research and advice in    
developing and delivering Government policy,  and  

 
• promotion of science-based innovation in business and public 

service 
 

These terms of reference are developed in discussion with the 
Government and although the Government can ask CST to consider 



17 

 

particular issues, it is under no obligation to agree to these requests if 

it believes that other work would be of greater value. The Council 
decides the approach to each area of work on a case-by-case basis. It 

can also choose to deliver its advice to Government by various routes 
including: publishing reports; through confidential written advice; and 

by discussions with ministers, officials and special advisers. 

 

Higher Education Funding Councils 
 
The Higher Education Funding Councils 

distribute public money to universities 
and colleges for higher education 

teaching, research and related 
activities. They also fund programmes 

to support the development of higher 

education, monitor the financial and 
managerial health of universities and 

colleges, ensure that the quality of 
teaching is assessed, provide money to 

further education colleges for their higher education programmes and 
provide guidance on good practice. They are NDPBs, and work within a 

policy remit set by the Secretary for Business, Innovation and Skills 
but they are not part of BIS.  

 
Grants for universities and colleges in England, Scotland, Wales and 

Northern Ireland are allocated by their respective funding bodies: 
Higher Education Funding Council for England, Scottish Funding 

Council, Higher Education Funding Council for Wales and Higher 
Education Funding Council for Northern Ireland. 

 

The Research Councils 
 

There are seven Research Councils, all of them are NDPBs. They have 
a UK-wide remit for the support and funding of research in Universities 

and in their own Research Institutes.  There are currently seven 
Research Councils: 

 
 

• The Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC), 

• The Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research (BBSRC), 
• The Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council 

   ( EPSRC), 
• The Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC), 

• The Medical Research Council (MRC), 
• The Natural Environment Research Council (NERC), and 

• The Science and Technology Facilities Council (STFC). 
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Most of the Government’s spending on prospective research is carried 
out through the Research Councils which operate under the umbrella 

of Research Councils UK (RCUK) and 
manage a budget in the region of £2.5 

billion.  However each of the seven 
Research Councils, which are officially 

NDPBs, are responsible for deciding the 
allocation of research funding within 

their own specific disciplines.   Research 
Councils may award grants which 

further one of their own agreed 
programmes of research – the Managed Mode - or for projects in a 

variety of areas within their discipline that are submitted by 
researchers – the Responsive Mode.   In addition to supporting 

research programmes and projects the Research Councils also provide 

funding to support training through provision of research 
Studentships, sometimes in collaboration with industry sponsors 

(CASE Studentships).  
 

The Technology Strategy Board 

The Technology Strategy Board was established in 2007 as an 

executive NDPB sponsored by BIS and its activities are funded by BIS 

who provide over £300 million, and other Government departments, 
the devolved administrations and Research Councils.  Its role is to 

stimulate technology-driven innovation to boost growth and 
productivity in the UK and to promote the bringing of research to 

commercialisation.  It provides investment for research and 
development in promising areas with the objective of helping today's 

emerging technologies become the growth sectors of tomorrow.   It 
serves to spread new knowledge and to bring people together to solve 

problems and make new advances.  Another of its function is to act in 
an advisory capacity to Government on the exploitation of new 

technologies and the removal of barriers to innovation. 

PARLIAMENT  

The UK Parliament is bicameral with the House of Lords as its upper  

house and the House of Commons as the lower house. There are 
currently 650 seats in the House of Commons, and the elected 

occupants of them are referred to as Members of Parliament (MPs). 

Unlike MPs, the public do not elect the members of the House of Lords 
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of which there are currently 760.  There are 89 remaining hereditary 
Peers, 25 Archbishops and Bishops of the Church of England.  The 

remaining members are Life Peers who are appointed by various 
methods, including the House of Lords Appointment Commission and 

through Political lists.  The Law Lords sat in the House of Lords until 
October 2009 when the judicial functions of the House of Lords were 

transferred to the new Supreme Court. 
 

SCIENCE IN PARLIAMENT  

 
Very few MPs have any scientific qualification or have practiced in a 

field of science, engineering or technology. MPs who have academic 
institutions or science intensive industries based in their constituency 

are often involved in debates about science in Parliament as their                       
responsibility is to protect their constituents’ interests. This becomes 

particularly relevant when a Bill is passing through Parliament which 
could have an impact on science in their constituency.  

 
There are numerous bodies and groups that deal with science in 

Parliament. Some of these are:- 
      

a) Select Committees 
 
Select Committees have been used by Parliament for many years but 

the present system of Departmental Select Committees came into 
being in 1979. These Committees examine the workings and 

expenditure of the particular Government department they are 
established to oversee.  The membership of the committees in the 

House of Commons is made up of backbench MPs drawn from the 
major parties in proportion to their number of seats in Parliament. 

There are Science and Technology Committees in both Houses of 
Parliament.   

 
The House of Commons Science and Technology Select Committee has 

a chairman, elected by the members, and eleven members. Its 
function is to scrutinise the Government Office for Science (GO-
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Science), but it can also examine the activities of other Government 

departments where they have implications for, or make use of, 
science, engineering or technology.   It may also sometimes examine 

issues occurring in industrial bodies where they may have an impact 
on the National Science base.  The Committee chooses topics for its 

inquiries and will work through a process of inviting written evidence, 
taking oral evidence in Public evidence sessions, making informal 

visits and holding briefing meetings.  Reports and recommendations of 
the Committee are published and the Government is required to 

respond to the points made by the Committee.   
 

The House of Lords Science and Technology Committee has the broad 
remit of considering science and technology. It works principally 

through inquiries undertaken by its Sub-Committees, which are 
constituted afresh for each inquiry. Each inquiry leads to a report, 

which is published together with the evidence on which it is based, 

and sets out the Committee's findings and makes recommendations to 
the Government and others.  (A more detailed discussion of Select 

Committees can be found in Newton’s Apple’s booklet “How Policy is 
Made – a Short Guide”.) 

 
b) The Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology 

 
The Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology (POST) provides 

independent and balanced analyses of public policy issues related to 
science and technology for members of both Houses of Parliament. Its 

aim is to inform parliamentary debates and one way it does this is 
through the production of “POSTnotes”, which are short briefing 

papers, or more extensive reports.  It also can provide informal advice 
to Select Committees through oral briefings, background papers, 

analyses and follow up research.  Its POSTnotes are available in the 

‘Research Briefings’ section of Parliamentary Website - 
www.parliament.uk. POST consists of a team of specialist advisers, 

fellows, interns and external experts. 
 

c)         The House of Commons Library 
 

Like POST, the Research and Information service of the House of 
Commons Library can provide impartial and specialist briefings and 

information for MPs and their staff as well as the Committees of the 
House of Commons.  The service has a Science and Environment 

section staffed by specialists. They produce research papers on Bills 

going through Parliament and other topics of public and parliamentary 
concern and also notes in response to MPs questions. Some of these 

reports and papers, such as their recent note on Bovine TB statistics,  
are available to the public on the above Parliamentary website.   
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d) The Parliamentary and Scientific Committee 
 

The Parliamentary and Scientific Committee is the oldest organisation 
of its type in the world having been in existence for over 75 years. It 

provides a primary focus for scientific and technological issues and is a 
meeting ground for liaison between Parliamentarians of both Houses, 

scientific bodies, learned Societies, science-based industry, academia 
and interested individual members.  Through its regular meetings the 

committee informs MPs and Peers on scientific developments relevant 
to policy, politics and public interest, and also publishes the ‘Science in 

Parliament’ journal. 
 

 

OTHER ORGANISATIONS INVOLVED IN 

SCIENCE POLICY 
 
The National Academies 
 

The UK has a number of leading National Academies – The Royal 
Society, the Royal Academy of Engineering and the British Academy. 

These bodies support developments in science, medical science, 
engineering and technology in a variety of ways and play a role in 

national and international science policy. They receive Government 
funding through BIS to allow them to support and develop the UK’s 

best researchers through research fellowships and professorships.  
They may be asked to provide impartial advice to the Government and 

produce their own reports on major issues.   
 

Learned Societies and Chartered Institutes  
 

The major UK science, engineering and 

technology Institutes and Societies are 
leading international professional bodies 

and learned establishments. These 
organisations have a world-wide 

membership.   They work to encourage 

the advancement and dissemination of 
science in their particular field. Some 

excellent examples of such bodies are the Institute of Physics, the 
Society of Biology, the Royal Society of Chemistry, the Royal 

Astronomical Society, the Institution of Engineering and Technology 
(formerly the Institution of Electrical Engineers) and the British 

Ecological Society. Most have active Policy groups which can involve 
their members in  seeking to influence Government policy, provide 
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advice to the Government and Parliament,  respond to parliamentary 

and Government Inquiries, inform public debate and promote public 
awareness of their science.  

 

The Science Council  

The Science Council was established by Royal Charter in 2003 and has 
as its members the learned societies and professional bodies across 

the whole science arena.  It works with its members to represent the 
scientific community to Government and Parliament.  It provides a 

forum for discussion and exchange of views and acts to encourage 
collaboration between its member organisations to enable inter-

disciplinary contributions to science policy and the application of 
science.  The Council also promotes awareness of the contribution of 

professional scientists to science and society. It works to advance 
science education an increase understanding of the benefits of 

science. 

Engineering UK 

Previously known as the Engineering and Technology Board, 
Engineering UK is a charity that exists to improve the public 

perception of engineers, engineering and technology, to advance 
education in engineering and technology and to promote engineering 

for the public benefit.  They also provide evidence to Select 
Committees on topics relevant to their activities. 

  

The Foundation of Science and Technology 
 

The Foundation's main objective is to offer a neutral forum for 
representatives of Parliament and Whitehall, industrialists, academics 

and others to debate policy issues related to science or technology. 
The Foundation organises dinner-discussions and workshops on 

relevant issues when Parliament is sitting. 

Industry and the Trade Associations 

Most of the large companies within the 
science-based industries will have a unit 

devoted to considering matters of 
Government policy which affect their 

businesses.  These units are responsible for 
formulating the Company’s political strategy 

and dealing with Government departments 
and Parliament by providing information and 
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advice and, where necessary, lobbying ministers and MPs.  The 

companies will, in addition to acting on their own behalf, also be 
members of their Trade Association(s).  These bodies have a policy 

role and represent their members in negotiating with Government, 
responding to Government consultations and also drawing up reports 

to reflect the industry position.  They are also likely to take a lead 
when providing evidence to relevant Select Committee inquiries.   

 

 
Campaign for Science and Engineering in the UK 

(CaSE) 
 
The Campaign for Science and Engineering (CaSE) seeks to improve 

the scientific and engineering health of the UK. Its objective is to 
communicate to Parliament and the nation as a whole the economic 

and cultural importance of scientific and engineering research, and the 

vital need for its adequate support and funding by Government and 
Industry. 

 

WAYS OF COMMUNICATING SCIENCE INTO 

POLICY 

 
Science is captured by the policy making process in a variety of formal 

and informal ways. This section highlights a small selection of the 
many ways available: 

 

Reports 
 

A common method by which National Academies, Learned Societies 

and other specialist organisations give 
evidence to to inform policy is through the 

submission and publication of reports on 
particular issues. These can be aimed at 

Government policy makers, Parliamentary 
Select Committees, particular stakeholders 

or at a general or press audience. 
Organisations creating policy reports 

frequently use information from interviews 
with their members, specific expert 

individuals, and comments from events 
that they hold, for which anyone can 

register, and research they carry out from 
academic journals. 
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Consultations 
 

Government consultations focus on questions in specific areas of 
policy which may or may not involve scientific issues. They are used to 

identify key assumptions as well as the risks and consequences of 
doing nothing. They are an opportunity for stakeholders (e.g. scientific 

researchers, professionals, universities, industry, learned societies, 

interest groups) and the wider public to contribute to the policy 
making process. 

Consultations can also be conducted by national academies, chartered 
institutes, learned societies, trade associations, professional 

federations and other interest groups in order to gauge the opinion of 
relevant scientific communities.  

 
Consultations are normally advertised on Government department or 

the relevant bodies’ websites along with information on current and 
closed consultations. Though consultations are usually in written form, 

other processes such as stakeholder/public meetings, public surveys, 
web forums, focus groups, regional events and targeted leaflet 

campaigns can be used. 
 

Becoming involved in a consultation is one of the best ways 

that scientists can help to shape policy. 
 

The Select Committee Inquiry Processes 
 

The Select Committees determine their own programmes of inquiry 
and publish their intentions to hold an inquiry with a public call for 

evidence. The Committee outlines the nature of the inquiry and invites 

written evidence from individuals and organisations on a specific list of 
issues/topics.   Oral evidence is also taken at Committee hearings 

from selected individual experts in the particular field of the Inquiry, 
but sometimes the author(s) of written evidence may be called on to 

give oral evidence.  All written evidence submitted in an Inquiry is 
carefully considered by the Committee and its staff and is usually 

published in full with the Committee’s report.   When all the evidence 
has been collected and considered the Committee will produce a 

report of its conclusions and recommendations. These are generally 
directed at the Government but the Committee can also comment on 

issues and draw conclusions relevant to other parties including 
industry and individual researchers. 
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About Newton’s Apple Foundation: 

 
Newton’s Apple Foundation is a neutral and independent charity, 

which aims to act as a bridge between the science and policy 
communities, thereby increasing the contribution that science, 

engineering and technology can bring to the development of policy 
solutions for tackling issues faced by society. 

 
 

 
 
“It is important to ensure effective and meaningful communication between 

scientists and politicians.  Both the cultural traditions and style of debate of these 

two communities has left to distrust on both sides.  This leads to a poor public 

perception of both science and politics.  A resolution of this issue is necessary for 

future progress.” Dr Ian Gibson, President, Newton’s Apple 

“If Britain is to meet the challenges of this century it is essential that we increase 

the influence of scientific evidence on public policy.”  John Denham, Formerly 

Secretary of State for Innovation, Universities and Skills 

 

“It is difficult to think of a policy area, or a Government department, where science 

cannot make an important contribution ………. It is essential that policy-makers 

across Government are able to draw on high quality, wide-ranging and robust 

evidence to enable informed decision-making.”  Sir John Beddington in ‘The 

Government Chief Scientific Adviser’s Guidelines on the use of scientific and 

engineering advice in policy making’ 

“Since Government has increased the science budget significantly over the years it 

should rightly expect the scientific community to use the outputs of publicly funded 

research to make important contributions to the health and wealth of the Nation. It 

is incumbent upon the scientist, engineer or technologist to do this by explaining 

their work and its significance to evidence-based policy making. The purpose of our 

Newton’s Heirs programme is to help the scientific community to do this effectively.”   

Dr Michael Elves,  Chairman, Newton’s Apple 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Newton’s Apple Foundation Ltd 
Clearwater House, 4-7 Manchester Street, London, W1U 3AE 
Website: www.newtons-apple.org.uk 
A Company Limited by Guarantee Reg. No. 05916214 
Registered Charity Number: 1121719 
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Newton’s Heirs – Science Policy 

Explained & Explored: 
 
Is a programme developed with and run for scientists and policy 

makers.   It offers opportunities to learn about science* and policy 
processes, and also promotes the exchange of views between 

researchers and policy makers through a series of workshops, 
consultations, events and other activities. 

 
The programme aims to create an enhanced appreciation of the 

policy process among scientists, as well as increasing the 
opportunities for policy makers to identify, understand, evaluate and 

use science in policy making. 
 
* For simplicity, please note that throughout this document ‘science’ refers to 

science, mathematics, engineering and technology and that ‘policy’ refers to the 

Governmental Policy making process. 

 

Workshop: An Introduction to Science 

Policy 

 
Have you ever wondered how your research could be used to inform 

public policy? 
Or 

How the Government allocate science funding to Universities? 
 

Would you like to get more involved in the decisions that shape 
science and society in the future? 

 
If so, “An Introduction to Science Policy” Workshop will give you the 

chance to find out more about the policy process, the methods by 
which you can effectively contribute to it and to put your questions to 

the people who work with science and policy. 


