
Response to engineering 
shortfall exceeds expectations
The author of a 2013 review of the 
UK’s engineering skills has said 

that the response to his recommendations has exceeded 
his expectations. The Review of Engineering Skills was 
written by John Perkins, the chief scientific adviser at 
the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills. It 
said that joint action was needed from the UK govern-
ment, industry and education institutions to meet the 
increased demand for engineers that would accompany 
an economic recovery.

Pollinator strategy maps research needs
The UK government’s 10-year National Pollinator Strategy 
sets out the research needed to fill gaps in understand-
ing. One plan is an industry-funded project on the effects 
of neonicotinoid pesticides, which highlights the UK’s 
continuing opposition to the European Union’s pesticide 

ban. Despite a warning from MPs, pesticide manufactur-
ers have been asked to co-fund the work. 

Scotland consults on modern university governance
The Scottish government has launched a consultation on 
proposed statutory changes to make the governance of 
Scottish universities more modern and accountable. The 
changes include making the selection of leaders of uni-
versity courts more transparent, and producing a wider 
and stronger definition of academic freedom.

Clark puts clusters at heart of innovation strategy
The UK must improve at recognising and supporting 
research and innovation clusters that foster research 
collaboration, the minister for science, universities and 
cities has said. Greg Clark said: “Just as it has become 
possible to conduct our work remotely, what people are 
choosing to do is not isolate themselves but to come 
together and cluster.”

The UK government’s chief scientific adviser has been 
taking on a more influential role in government ahead of 
the departure of its most senior civil servant for science, 
Whitehall insiders have said.

Reports have emerged that Mark Walport is becoming 
more politically powerful than his predecessors—such 
as John Beddington and David King—by increasing his 
involvement in tasks that are usually overseen by offi-
cials in the Department for Business, Innovation and 
Skills, including science funding. This is despite Walport 
previously saying that it was not his job to “lobby the 
government” on science funding. The shift has come at 
the same time as a number of officials have left BIS.

“I imagine it reflects the wishes of the minister to 
seek input from beyond the department, as much as the 
government CSA to offer support,” says Sarah Main, the 
director of the Campaign for Science and Engineering. 
Asked by Research Fortnight about Walport’s role, busi-
ness secretary Vince Cable said he was a “very influential 
voice”. Meanwhile, Greg Clark, minister for science, uni-
versities and cities, said that Walport had played a “very 
important role” in the development of the government’s 
forthcoming Science and Innovation Strategy.

On 3 November, an internal BIS email seen by Research 
Fortnight revealed that John O’Reilly, BIS’s director-
general for knowledge and innovation, had “decided 
to leave” his post in January. His departure will follow 
a series of other staff changes at BIS. Jeremy Clayton’s 
job as director of the research base was split between 
two other officials as he took on the role of director of 
knowledge and innovation strategy and international. 
And Maddalaine Ansell, deputy director for interna-
tional knowledge and innovation, and Matthew Hilton, 

director of higher education, are both leaving in the 
coming months. Whitehall sources are concerned about 
a lack of continuity in science policy—Walport’s position 
notwithstanding—in the run-up to the general election 
and the spending review in 2015.

O’Reilly’s job was not advertised externally; instead, 
it went to the Cabinet Office economist Gareth Davies, 
with the higher education aspects of the role removed 
and handed to Philippa Lloyd, the director-general for 
people and strategy. 

James Wilsdon, a researcher at the Science Policy 
Research Unit at the University of Sussex, says that it is 
understandable and inevitable that the government CSA 
will always be pressured by scientists to be an internal 
voice on science funding. But Wilsdon says it is impor-
tant for a government CSA to distinguish between his or 
her work on funding and advice on the use of science in 
policy-making. “If you slide between the two, there’s a 
risk to the integrity of the role. I don’t object to the gov-
ernment CSA playing that role, but they do need to be 
clear and transparent about whether they’re operating 
in favour of science funding or giving scientific advice.”

The appointment of a Whitehall insider and economist 
rather than a scientist or engineer to replace O’Reilly is 
a “decisive shift”, says Wilsdon, adding that it “raises 
interesting questions about the way the next spending 
review will be conducted”. Cable, however, argued that 
the important thing was for the department to deliver on 
policy. “I don’t see a problem with having a civil servant, 
providing that they’re committed to the task...I think 
Davies is a good man.”

Walport’s power grows as BIS officials depart
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