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Science diplomat
Adam Smith speaks to Iain Gillespie, the man who was this month appointed as 
director of science at the Natural Environment Research Council. 

Iain Gillespie laughs heartily when he realises he is 
speaking to someone carrying Adam Smith’s name from 
the 18th century into the 21st. He explains how his 
recent thinking on modern-sounding “responsible inno-
vation” draws on the “virtuous debate” between Smith, 
father of the free-market economy, and his moral phi-
losopher friend David Hume. “If you had David Hume as 
your middle name that would be a real triple whammy,” 
he tells me.

It’s an unusual start to a conversation with a research 
council administrator, but then Gillespie is not your 
usual appointee. He did a NERC-funded microbiology 
PhD in the 1980s, but is best known for his decade-long 
tenure in science and technology policy at the OECD in 
Paris. This came after a varied career that included work-
ing with former government chief scientific adviser Bob 
May on climate change advice in the run-up to the Kyoto 
Protocol, and liaising with the pharmaceutical industry 
on behalf of the Department of Health. 

Gillespie says that his time at the OECD has left him 
with one “essential lesson” to bring to NERC: the impor-
tance of reaching consensus. At the OECD, Gillespie 
saw how agreements between the 34 rich and powerful 
member states are made by strict consensus instead of 
voting. Now he wants to see whether he can somehow 

take this model into the discus-
sions about how environmental 
science is funded and conduct-
ed. “You absolutely must bring 
in as full a range of players as 
possible,” he says. “It’s a vision 
that I have in looking at the 
NERC community.” It’s a big 
vision, so how does he ground 
it? It seems he is yet to decide. 
“It’s difficult to pin that down 
because all of us in society have 
a stake in what NERC is deliver-
ing,” he explains.

Bringing people into the 
“NERC family” is one job, but 
Gillespie also wants researchers 
to get out into the wider world. 
His point is that the centres of 
research are shifting away from 
the United States, Europe and 
Japan. “Let me throw a couple 

of factoids at you,” he says, reeling off stats from his 
OECD days. In recent years, Brazil, Russia, India and 
China have granted half as many PhDs as all the OECD 
countries put together, and 50 per cent of those have 
been from China. Meanwhile, a single country has 
accounted for more than 30 per cent of the rise in global 
R&D spend. He doesn’t need to name that country, but 
Gillespie likes to be thorough: “It was China.”

Smith’s market economy went global, and it seems 
the same is happening to science. Many in the UK might 
view this as the end of an era, but Gillespie sees it differ-
ently. The geographical centre is shifting “at the same 
time as a whole range of initiatives in the US and Europe 
to move towards…open science”, he says, defining that 
buzz phrase as “a way of doing science that involves 
more interaction and more collegiate relations”. 

He’s been tracking this for a while: he led the OECD’s 
work on open innovation in the life sciences until 
October 2011, and has since been helping researchers 
at the University of Edinburgh to forge links with busi-
nesses, no doubt taking lessons from Smith and Hume. 

Of course, collaboration isn’t new. NERC scientists 
already have partners in industry and work with peers 
around the world. Gillespie wants more of this, but he’s 
also interested in taking it to another level: he’s talk-
ing about “building global consensus” through the 
research that NERC is involved in. Undoubtedly he sees 
this as beneficial to the science base, but we will have to 
wait to see whether he will play an active role in bridg-
ing the divide between scientists and policymakers. 
“Environmental science has never been more impor-
tant,” he hints.

Indeed, Gillespie never shies away from the bigger 
picture. He’s aware that tighter relationships between 
researchers, businesses and policymakers amount to 
something of a quiet revolution in which every actor has 
his or her own vision of the future. “How does one make 
these transitions and ensure that the tension is creative 
rather than destructive?” he propounds. “That’s going to 
be a very interesting space over the next few years.”

Gillespie will step into that space on 1 September. 
His plan is to stay in Swindon only on weekdays at 
first, before deciding whether he needs to be based in 
Swindon, London or elsewhere. Perhaps he is reluctant 
to leave Edinburgh, where statues of Smith and Hume 
loom large.
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