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Nicola Blackwood didn’t hide her frustration as the 
science minister evaded her questions last month in 
parliament. It was the House of Commons Science and 
Technology Committee’s first public meeting under 
her leadership, and was designed to put a stake in the 
ground before the summer recess.

Clearly well briefed, Blackwood tried to find out 
whether Jo Johnson was fighting for the science ring 
fence. When he repeatedly answered other, imagined 
questions instead, she smiled wryly and, like a BBC Radio 
4 Today programme anchor, pressed him again: “But as 
science minister, is it your responsibility?” His evasion 
gave her the headline she wanted to launch an inquiry 
into science funding: the committee issued a press 
release saying the minister had “refused to be drawn” 
on whether the science budget would remain protected.

Blackwood’s first outing as chairwoman was certainly 
seen as a success, with science policy wonks praising 
her questions and her style. After the event, she says, 
she fully expected Johnson to echo his predecessor Greg 
Clark’s statements that he would argue with the Treasury 
to protect science funding. “I don’t understand why he 
didn’t feel like he could,” says Blackwood. Her singing 
voice may be operatic but her political one is understat-
ed. “I found it surprising,” she says.

The experience has validated Blackwood’s approach, 
in that she’s up for an argument. Her pitch to fellow 
MPs in her bid for election stressed that she would bring 
independent scrutiny. “If there’s anything I learned 
from five years on the House of Commons Home Affairs 
Committee, it is that the committees have become so 
powerful because they are now elected,” she says.

This reform—which happened in 
2010—also means that committees are 
a canny career move for any junior MP 
hoping to make a splash. Yet Blackwood 
is the kind of politician who talks down 
her ambition, and says instead that she 
fell into politics. As a singer and flautist, 
she was busy on her doctoral studies in 
musicology at the University of Oxford 
when she decided in 2006 that she liked 
the direction of the Conservatives under 

David Cameron. “I thought it would be a good experi-
ence to put my name forward as a candidate and see what 
the process was like,” she says. Within weeks, she was 
the party’s candidate for Oxford West and Abingdon. “My 
selection was completely out of the blue,” she says. “I 
thought: what have I done?”

Blackwood’s defeat of the incumbent Liberal Democrat 
Evan Harris was one of the big upsets of the 2010 elec-
tion—not least for those who saw science-friendly Harris 
as an ally in parliament. She beat him by 176 votes; then, 
in May 2015, she increased her majority to nearly 10,000. 

And although she insists that she’s not a career strate-
gist, she’s certainly got ideas and appears to be effective 
at working with colleagues in government. She was 
heavily involved in the Oxfordshire Growth Deal, using it 
to secure money to resolve a constituency issue with the 
A34 road. She served as parliamentary private secretary 
in the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills 
and the Department of Energy and Climate Change. 

Her experiences, she says, have taught her that the 
government and Whitehall are poor at joining up eco-
nomic policy, local policy and science policy. She is 
watching out for the local science and innovation audits 
ordered by the chancellor and is thinking about the 
challenges for the government’s localism agenda. “We 
all know innovation grows and flourishes in clusters,” 
she says. “But if you’re trying to impose it from the top, 
it doesn’t work.” 

although she’s following the debates around these 
issues, she stops short of committing to an inquiry on 
the subject. As well as its inquiry into science funding, 
the committee has announced that it will investigate sci-
ence advice in emergencies and big data. Members will 
decide in September on any other topics for the following 
six months. 

Blackwood is no doubt being lobbied to continue the 
previous committee’s work on science education, not 
least by the former physics teacher Carol Monaghan, a 
newly elected Scottish National Party MP and member of 
the committee whose pupils have ended up working at 
Cern and doing PhDs at Oxbridge.

Whether it will return to any of the last committee’s 
topics—such as the government’s reforms to forensic 
science—is not yet clear. Blackwood has said she wants 
to focus more on technology than the last committee 
did. And she is a world away from her predecessor, 
Labour’s Andrew Miller, who became chairman towards 
the end of his parliamentary career. He may have chal-
lenged his witnesses but he also clearly enjoyed his 
status as a cuddly science champion in Westminster, 
flogging jolly anecdotes during his last term in the 
house before retiring. Blackwood is altogether differ-
ent: brisk, businesslike and just getting started.
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Sotto voce
Nicola Blackwood, a former opera 
singer, was elected chairwoman of 
the House of Commons Science and 
Technology Committee in June. Adam 
Smith asks how she will find her voice. 

‘Blackwood 
is a world 
away from her 
predecessor, 
Labour’s 
Andrew Miller.’


