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Chief Scientists and the promise of 
expert advice in public policy

This event is supported by the Australian National Institute of Public Policy and the HC Coombs Policy Forum with funding from 
the Australian Government under the ‘Enhancing Public Policy Initiative’.

Scientific advice has never been in greater demand; nor has it been more 
contested. From climate change to cyber-security, food technologies 
to fracking, the questions being asked of scientists by policy makers, 
the media and the public continue to multiply. At the same time, in the 
wake of the financial crisis and controversies such as ‘climategate’, the 
authority and legitimacy of experts is under far greater scrutiny. 

Scientific advice in the UK, as represented by Whitehall’s network of 
Chief Scientific Advisers (CSAs), is a product of a particular political 
culture. A recent inquiry by the UK’s House of Lords highlighted 
‘standing and authority within the scientific community’ as the 
‘essential characteristic’ required for the post. But there is more to 
expert scientific advice than being one of the great and good. A focus 
on personal standing needs to be balanced by greater attention to 
the mix of skills, structures and staff required. There needs to be 
more discussion of the weight given to different perspectives within 
the advisory system – including those of the social sciences, arts and 
humanities, but also civil society and wider publics. 

In April 2013, Sir Mark Walport will take over from Sir John Beddington as the new UK Government 
Chief Scientific Adviser. In this talk, James Wilsdon will look ahead to this transition and consider the 
prospects, priorities and dilemmas for scientific advice over the next decade.  At a time when the UK 
model of a Chief Scientific Adviser is increasingly being adopted as a template elsewhere, he will also 
explore lessons from and for the UK from other national systems.

James Wilsdon joined SPRU (Science & Technology Policy Research) at the University of Sussex in 
December 2011 as Professor of Science and Democracy. He is also an Associate Fellow at NESTA, the 
UK foundation for innovation. From 2008 to 2011, he was the founding Director of the Science Policy 
Centre at the Royal Society, the UK’s national academy of science, where he oversaw influential studies 
on topics such as geoengineering, food security, science diplomacy, open science, and the prospects 
for science in the Islamic world. He also led the Royal Society’s evidence gathering and advocacy for 
investment in research through the 2010 UK General Election and subsequent Spending Review. Prior 
to this, Wilsdon was Head of Science and Innovation at the think tank Demos, and Senior Policy Adviser 
at the sustainability NGO Forum for the Future. 
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Registration required & further enquiries

Registration  crawford.anu.edu.au/events/content/more.php?id=8281

This lecture is free and open to the public 

Enquiries  E event.coombs.forum@anu.edu.au  T 02 6125 7067

Further information crawford.anu.edu.au/hc-coombs
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