A Science Strategy for Scotland – One Year On

Professor Wilson Sibbett, Chair of the Scottish Science Advisory Committee (SSAC), was one of three speakers at the recent Foundation for Science and Technology Discussion Dinner held at The Royal Society of Edinburgh. The theme of the meeting, expertly chaired by Lord Jenkin of Roding, was A Science Strategy for Scotland.  

Sir Muir Russell led the discussion by outlining the development of the Scottish Executive’s first comprehensive science strategy and highlighting the Executive’s quest to bring greater harmony to its use of funds for science. He went on to focus on a number of the Executive’s recent major achievements for science, including the creation of the SSAC. Sir Muir concluded by reiterating the Executive’s commitment to science and the need to optimise the benefits of Scottish science.  

Professor Sibbett viewed A Science Strategy for Scotland as a starting point, from which the future direction of Scottish science could be mapped. The underpinning theme to his presentation was the need for Scotland to strive for genuine world-leading excellence in relation to science, engineering and technology. He thought that Scotland needed to improve and strengthen connections between key players, both within Scotland and elsewhere, to allow it to gear up its scientific activities to be truly competitive in a global context. 

He further explained that one of the most challenging tasks for the SSAC was to define future science priorities for Scotland. He explained that the SSAC would look to identify those sectors where it believed that Scotland could make a major global impact. He asked whether Scotland had the courage to redirect its resources to selected priority areas where it could shine against international competition. A primary aim must be to ensure that Scotland is recognised as a nation of world-leading scientists and inventors who have the ability and resources to set the science agenda and to be genuinely leading the world in some areas of science and technology.  

He admitted that this would not be easy and that to achieve this ambition Scotland would have to continue to attract the best people and infrastructure, whilst being brave enough to realise that there were areas it would have to leave behind as it looked to the future and focused on its strengths. 

Professor Sibbett also highlighted the need to take an urgent look at science education in Scotland, from the primary school through to universities. He highlighted his concern at the year-on-year decrease in the proportion of students studying science and asked how Scotland could encourage its best students to appreciate the intellectual challenges and career opportunities that follow on from degree courses in science and engineering. Progress in this area is necessary to address the need for a future supply of skilled scientists and engineers that can build the science and technology base of a modern high-technology and knowledge-based economy.

Dr Chris Henshall, Group Director, Office of Science and Technology, reviewed the UK government’s investment in the science base from 1993, with the publication of Realising our Potential, to today and the recent publication of Investing in Innovation, which outlines the UK’s commitment to the science base from 2003-2006.  Particular emphasis was given to the need to secure and maintain a dual support funding structure that enables research to take place within a well-founded infrastructure. Recovery of the full costs associated with carrying out research programmes in universities was highlighted in his presentation.

Following these three excellent and thought-provoking presentations, the audience participated in a lively discussion session, where a number of key issues were raised, including the need to focus on engineering and technology as well as science; the challenges of multi-disciplinarity and inter-disciplinarity in some cutting-edge research, the need to examine the routes to commercialising science and engineering; the need for government to resource science adequately and realistically and to recognise that science is at the foundation of any modern economy.
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