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BLOGS OF WAR

By the time this issue appears, we in the public
engagement community may have more idea of
how the government’s comprehensive spending
review will affect us. In the meantime, let’s enjoy
another kaleidoscope of our current activities 
– and read on.

Our cover story (pp8-9) tackles a problem the government is wrestling
with: what to do about genetic modification (GM) of food and crops?
Derek Burke argues that it is impossible to reach societal consensus
because the anti position is non-negotiable. He suggests that a type of
judicial enquiry might break the logjam: an independent process which
sifts the scientific evidence and makes a recommendation to the
Minister, where the final responsibility for any decision must lie.

In this context, the findings of Eric Smith and his colleagues make
sobering reading (p17). Their work investigates how people decide
which scientists are telling the truth and which scientific claims to
believe. They conclude that people tend to discount news reports
about scientific studies that conflict with their pre-existing beliefs,
regardless of the source. They also find that people tend to accept
warnings about risks, regardless of their scientific support. These findings,
they warn, do not bode well for the influence of science on public
policy debates.

Just as controversial as GM is the question of how aircraft should react
to volcanic ash. European regulators may have congratulated
themselves on their handling of the Icelandic fallout, but Giovanni
Bisignani argues (p13) that, from the industry’s point of view, they over-
reacted and caused unnecessary disruption.

Alcohol policy is another area which sees a vocal industry arguing its
case. In the Spat (pp10-11), David Poley insists that alcohol misuse should
be overcome by advertising to persuade people to drink responsibly.
Claire Harkins, on the other hand, contends that this industry strategy
encourages consumption. She maintains that the industry depends on
harmful drinking.

Several pieces in this issue emphasise the importance of involving the
consumers in the design of research undertaken to inform policy. On the
basis of research she participated in, Melanie Smallman (p21) says that
this sort of research will be more effective if the researchers cooperate
from the beginning with the policymakers who might use its results. Gail
Mountain (p22) describes how older people are being involved in
research into ageing. At the other end of the age spectrum, Richard
Holliman and his colleagues (p19) asked children how they would portray
scientists on TV, and discovered richly imaginative suggestions. 

On an allied theme, Elaine Westwick (p23) argues that we should
celebrate the role of scientifically-literate parents in bringing up
scientifically-aware children.

Finally, we print (p31) a shortened version of an obituary for Stephen
White, a pioneer in science communication, who has died suddenly
and far too young.
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Ollie Christophers is the 
British Science Association’s 
Communications Officer 
ollie.christophers@
britishscienceassociation.org 

Ollie Christophers 
keeps us up to date

Ends and 
beginnings

x-change says goodbye 
to Sue Nelson 
After four years the x-change says
farewell to its host - writer, broadcaster
and BBC’s very own Gossip Girl, Sue
Nelson. With no question out of
bounds, Sue has travelled around the
UK with the British Science Festival,
lighting up the x-change with her style,
wit and enthusiasm. From Nobel Prize
winners to PhD students, politicians to
the Pope’s astronomer, Sue has
interviewed them all and the British
Science Association would like to
thank her for all her hard work 
and dedication.

If you or someone you know think 
you could be the new face of the 
x-change, email 
events@britishscienceassociation.org 

Talk about science
National Science & Engineering Week
(NSEW) 2011 is drawing ever closer and
the British Science Association’s creative
juices have been fizzing, sizzling and
popping behind our theme of
Communication.

This year we’re interested in the
psychology of communication and are
preparing a number of nationwide
projects, including public polls asking
whether your pet can understand you
and which phrases wind you up the
most. We’re also working on a project
which aims to uncover public
perceptions of TV theme tunes through
analysing emotive responses to different
types of music.

The real success of NSEW is at the
grassroots level with events and
activities taking place all across the UK.
If you want to get involved in our
Communication theme, find out more
at www.nsew.org.uk.

New CREST Partnership 
in Wales
The Welsh Assembly Government’s
National Science Academy has
introduced CREST and CREST Star
Investigators to enable more young
people to get hands-on experiences
of science and technology. 

This initiative will enable the British
Science Association to deliver tailored
support for schools to provide high
quality STEM enrichment activities for
young people using the CREST Awards
framework. CREST is being established
across Wales with start-up grants
available to schools and colleges. 
The programme is working with the
Welsh-based organisation See
Science, a network of educators. 
For further information, contact
adrian.fenton@britishscience
association.org 

British Science Association
Honorary Fellows
announcement 2010
Revd Professor Michael Reiss, Dr
Maggie Aderin-Pocock, Professor
Marcus du Sautoy, Emeritus Professor
Christopher Donald Frith, Professor
Richard Wiseman, Vivienne Parry and
Peter Hatfield were all awarded
Honorary Fellowship at this year’s
British Science Festival dinner.

Honorary Fellows are individuals who
have made an outstanding 
contribution to the aims and purposes
of the Association by promoting
openness about science in society
and engaging and inspiring adults
and young people directly with
science and technology.

Bradford succeeds in bid to
win British Science Festival

The British Science Festival – Europe’s
largest and most high profile public
science event – will be coming to
Bradford from 10 - 15 September 2011.
The announcement was made jointly
by the British Science Association and
the University of Bradford.

The British Science Association also
announced the appointment of
astrophysicist Dame Jocelyn Bell
Burnell as its President-Elect for 2011.
Dame Jocelyn will assume the
Presidency on the first day of the
Festival and deliver her Presidential
Address on the theme ‘Science and
culture - science as culture’.

The event proposal process is also 
now open and organisations,
institutions and businesses from
Yorkshire and elsewhere are invited 
to submit proposals to be part of 
this huge public event. If you are
interested in getting involved in 
the Festival, please email 
festival@britishscienceassociation.org

Welsh winner receives
national volunteering award
for services to science

Dr Neville Evans from Morganstown 
in Cardiff has been named Volunteer
of the Year by the British Science
Association. He has received the
Walter Bodmer Award for Volunteers 
in recognition for his hard work and
dedication in his role as Secretary 
of the South Wales branch. 

NEWS

Sue Nelson
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He highlighted the important historic role
of the British Science Association in
bringing science to the public and
indicated his government's future
support for the organisation.

Commenting on the Festival, he said:

‘Every year this festival conveys the
wonder and importance of science and
engineering in a different part of the
country. The UK has a thriving science
festival scene which leads the way in
entertaining and engaging the widest
possible audience with these issues.’

Mr Willetts said that as well as engaging
with science it was vital that public views
on scientific issues such as genetic
modification (GM) were fully understood
and taken on board. 

He announced in his speech that the
present GM dialogue project will not
continue in its current format. The details
of the government’s policy on the use of
GM technology in food and agriculture
are still being worked through, but all
policies will be based on strong
evidence. Working out how best to
engage with the public should be part
of this.

Mr Willetts also announced that he and
the Chief Scientific Advisor, Professor 
Sir John Beddington, have launched a
consultation to enable the science
community to have their say on the
Code of Practice for Scientific 
Advisory Committees.

The consultation is looking at how the
Code should be updated so that
government continues to receive expert
scientific advice that is high quality and
also relevant to today’s world. 
See more at 

www.bis.gov.uk/Consultations/
code-of-practice-for-scientific-advisory-
committees-consultation-
document?cat=open

Science & Society 
expert groups
The Science for Careers expert group
will hold a conference on 10-11
January 2011 at the National STEM
Centre in York. It will bring together
careers advisors, industry and
academia, to discuss STEM careers
advice, information and guidance.

Science and Trust expert group. As 
part of its response to this group, BIS 
are currently commissioning a learning
project entitled Science, Trust and
Public Engagement – exploring future
pathways to good governance. The
project will review, explore and test
improved governance, transparency,
trust and public engagement
mechanisms for policy involving 
science and emerging technology.

The Science for All follow-up group
launches its ‘conversational tool’. The
Science for All expert group report
highlighted a need to ‘create a wider
understanding of why, when and how
the public engages with the sciences’
and included an action to ‘develop a
common framework to describe
types/purposes of public engagement’.
In response, the follow-up group have
developed a practical tool to help
people working in public engagement
to have constructive conversations
about what type of engagement is
appropriate for different aims/situations. 

They now have a final version of the
tool which they want to share with the
wider public engagement community
to gather feedback from people who
could use the tool as part of their roles.
See http://interactive.bis.gov.uk/
scienceandsociety/site/all/
2010/09/23/public-engagement-
for-science-and-society-a-
conversational-tool/

Sciencewise
Sciencewise are co-funding a public
engagement capacity-building
programme within the Department
of Energy and Climate Change
(DECC). Sciencewise Dialogue and
Engagement specialists will work
with six units from across DECC and
its agencies in order to enhance
engagement skills.

2011 public attitudes to
science survey launched
BIS has commissioned the 2011
public attitudes to science survey,
which combines a quantitative
survey with deliberative workshops
and will report in Spring 2011. 
It looks at key attitudes to science
education, science careers, trust 
in science and scientists, and
regulation. 

Ipsos MORI in collaboration with the
British Science Association launched
the quantitative survey in early
October and workshops have been
held in London and Yorkshire.

Karen Folkes is Deputy Head of
the Science and Society team
at the Department for Business,
Innovation and Skills (BIS)
scienceandsociety@bis.gsi.gov.uk 

GOVERNMENT
NEWS

Public 
engagement

progresses

Willetts praises public engagement in science
Visiting this year’s British Science Festival, Science Minister David

Willetts stressed the importance of public engagement in realising

the benefits of science.

David Willets meets Laura Baker of Saudi Aramco at the British Science Festival

Karen Folkes 
charts developments
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Do they like it? Noah!
Staff at UK and European
science and discovery centres
have raised concerns with the
Council for Learning Outside
the Classroom over its decision
to award a Quality Badge to
the Noah’s Ark Zoo Farm. The
Zoo, near Bristol, reminds
visitors ‘of the contemporary
science that points to Creation
plus evolution of species’. 

Literate fortune
cookies
Only 3 per cent of the
Chinese population is 
scientifically literate,
according to a 2010 survey
by the China Research
Institute for Science
Popularization. The survey is
the ninth since 1992.
Questions included whether
they had ever tried fortune
telling based on birth data.
The score is an increase from
2.25 per cent in 2007.

Making it work

Educating Kavli
The Royal Society has
awarded first Kavli Education
Medal to Professor Celia
Hoyles, Director of the
National Centre for Excellence
in the Teaching of
Mathematics from London
University’s Institute of
Education. ‘I am sure the
Royal Society Kavli Education
Medal will enhance the status
of science and mathematics
education,’ she told People &
Science.
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Recent research1 has shown that a public information

campaign run by the Department of Health (DH) during

the swine flu pandemic reassured the public and had

some effect on changing behaviour. 

Sustainable Siemens
Siemens is to build a £30million
landmark sustainability centre in
London’s Docklands. ‘I hope the
Siemens Pavilion will act as a
catalyst for wider community
involvement in the debate about
how we best address the
challenge of climate change in
our cities,’ said Andreas J. Goss,
Chief Executive of Siemens plc. 

Dr James Rubin from King’s College
London, one of the authors of the
report, told People & Science, `We
looked at a vast amount of telephone
survey data collected by DH. We
found there were very low levels of
worry in the community. Over the
course of the pandemic somewhere
between 10 per cent and 30 per cent
of respondents reported being worried
about the risk of catching swine flu.’

He continued: `However, people
who’d heard anything from DH
advertising were more likely to carry
tissues and more likely to have bought
disinfectant hand gel. So the DH
communications were effective at
influencing behaviour, and the reason
they were effective is because they
increased the perceived efficacy of
these behaviours.’

‘Our key recommendation for future
campaigns is to focus on efficacy:
“we’re recommending these
behaviours because we know they
work, and this is how they work and
this is why they work.” That would
really increase uptake among the
general public.’

Faulty transmission
Dr Dean Marshall, a GP and one of
the British Medical Association’s
leading experts on swine flu, has some
concerns about how messages reach
the public. He told People & Science:
`I’m certainly reassured that the public
campaign had an impact but we had
people coming to GP practices asking
for a vaccination, having been told by
official announcements in the press
that vaccinations were available
when they weren’t.’

He continued: ‘There was a lot 
of conflicting information and 
unfortunately journalists and the
media have to accept a certain
amount of criticism for publishing
articles that were more opinion than
fact. DH struggled to counter some 
of that. The evidence on the swine 
flu vaccination was that it was safe,
which was the agreed position of all
sides, and then we had a lot of stories
about it being an untested vaccine
that was unsafe.’

Crying wolf
James Rubin agrees that the
government and media can be poor
at communicating risk: `About 50 per
cent of the public, consistently,
thought people were making too
much fuss out of swine flu. Our hunch
is that they’ve been here too many
times before. If you think of SARS or
flesh-eating bacteria, or Y2K or the
health risks of mobile phones, we’re
constantly bombarding the public
with messages about risks that don’t
always materialise. So how do we
convince people that actually, this
time we do really mean it?’

1  Health Technology Assessment 2010; 
14: 34, pp.183–266

http://www.hta.ac.uk/project/2224.asp

http://www.hta.ac.uk/fullmono/mon1434.pdf

Over the course of the
pandemic somewhere
between 10 per cent 
and 30 per cent of
respondents reported
being worried about the
risk of catching swine flu
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No more awards 
The National Science and
Engineering Week Awards will not be
running in 2011, its funder, Research
Councils UK, has announced. ‘RCUK
are supporting festivals including the
Bath Literature Festival and the 
Big Bang Fair, all of which take 
place during National Science &
Engineering Week 2011,’ an RCUK
spokesperson told People & Science.

Engagement Concordat
A new Concordat for engaging
the public with research is being
launched in December, to clarify
the expectations and 
responsibilities of research funders,
including Research Councils UK
(RCUK), with respect to public
engagement. ‘[It] will help the
academic community consider
the effectiveness of their
approaches,’ Professor Alan
Thorpe, Chair of RCUK, told
People & Science. 

As US researchers announce the first safety trials based on human embryonic stem cells of a
treatment for spinal injuries, new research1 on public engagement (PE) and stem cell research
has found PE activities have `considerable scope to (re)build trust in science.’

Dr Joanna Carpenter 
is the Shorts Editor
joanna.carpenter@cantab.net 

X Factor scientists
FameLab is successfully
developing young scientists as
science communicators, and
engaging general audiences
with science, according to a
paper published in Science
Communication. ‘The [talent
show] medium transfers very
well in all kinds of cultures, 
and that’s one of the main
elements of its success,’
scientist-author Dr George
Zarkadakis told People 
& Science.
http://tinyurl.com/22n9mdz 
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Reaching out? 
The public engagement community
is nervous about government
funding in the face of spending cuts.
The EPSRC has already axed its
Partnerships for Public Engagement
scheme, saying ‘It has always been
our intention to integrate [public
engagement] within EPSRC’s
portfolio… The importance EPSRC
places on high quality public
engagement has not diminished.’

Pros and cons of public engagement

Dr Sarah Parry of Edinburgh University
and her colleagues organised a PE
event to see whether dialogue
between scientists and others could
increase trust in science. They
recorded scientists and members of
the public discussing the regulation of
stem cell research and the Hwang
affair, in which a South Korean stem
cell researcher admitted fraud. They
analysed discussion transcripts to
understand factors behind trust in
science and found that the event’s
ethic of mutual respect favoured a
presumption of trust between the
scientists and non-scientists taking part. 

Gagging views
However, Parry warned: `We should
be very cautious about using public
engagement to rebuild trust,
because [it] exists in a wider political
context, in which particular world
views are privileged, particularly those
of scientists. Public engagement
should not be about consensus
building, [which is] actually a
mechanism for silencing people.’

Against consensus
Professor Andy Stirling of the
University of Sussex offers an
alternative to consensus-building for
science policy PE.2 He told People &
Science: `If you aim to illuminate
different possible answers, equally
valid, from the exercise, then people
relax more and they’ll be more able
to say “yes, we disagree majorly on
factor X but on A, B and C we
absolutely agree”.’

He continued: `We [shouldn’t] say:
“Embryonic stem cells, shall we do it
or not?” We [should] say: “Well,
under these conditions and views,
then this would be the right kind of
way of handling it, but under these
conditions and views, that would be
the right way. We can tell you in
some detail why that is, but we
can’t tell the political process which
of those is definitely the way to go,
because we didn’t actually agree
on it.” It is elected politicians who
should be accountable for the 
final decision.’ 

Discounting public views
Dr Charles Thorpe of the University of
California and and Dr Jane Gregory
of University College London see
another danger. Their recently
published work3 concerns PE and
nanotechnology. Thorpe told
People & Science: `I’m all for public
engagement, but there’s a
fundamental tension between a
market imperative to develop [new]
technologies and the desire to
genuinely involve the public in the
shaping of science and technology.
[The problem is] not that the public
can be manipulated, it’s that the
public can be ignored.’ 

1. S. Bates, W. Faulkner, S. Parry and S.
Cunningham-Burley (2010) How do we know
it’s not been done yet?! Trust, trust building
and regulation in stem cell research. 
Science as Public Policy (forthcoming)

2. A. Stirling (2008) Engaging Futures: ‘opening
up’ choices on science and technology in
The Road Ahead: Public dialogue on science
and technology. Department for Business,
Innovation and Skills, London. 2008.
http://tinyurl.com/2vjtnfz

3. C. Thorpe and J. Gregory (2010) Producing
the Post-Fordist Public: The Political Economy
of Public Engagement with Science. 
Science as Culture (forthcoming). DOI:
10.3152/030234210X12778118264495
http://tinyurl.com/27vux3w
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COVER
STORY

This is the second public dialogue
process on genetically modified food
and crops to fail to produce an agreed
outcome. The first – the GMNation?
Debate – was abandoned because of 
a lack of consensus, and the second
seems to have run into a similar problem.
In both cases, people with very different
views about genetically modified foods
and crops have been unable to agree.
Why is this? 

Safe but not on sale
It’s now 16 years since the first two foods
derived from genetically-modified plants
were approved as safe to eat. The first
was a puree from genetically-modified
tomatoes, which went on sale in the UK,
labelled and allowing for consumer
choice. The second was the meal from
genetically-modified soya beans. Both
were recommended for approval in
1994, and the Minister agreed to both. 

The Zeneca tomato puree outsold the
existing product, but was removed from
sale, not for safety reasons, but because
of activist and political pressure on the
supermarkets. The GM soya never
reached the shelves. A great deal of UK
research and development on GM crops
went to the US, and no product labelled
GM is on sale in the UK today. 

However, meat from cattle fed
genetically-modified soya is widely sold,
chickens are likely to follow suit, and we
are told that it is impossible to exclude
genetically-modified soya and corn from
all other processed food products on
sale because of its ubiquity. So it’s safe
but not on sale, and it looks as if without
a steer from government, retailers will
never move. 

So why was the launch of GM products
such a fiasco?
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Our mistake was not lack 
of effort but, rather coming
fresh out of our laboratories,
most of us were not
sufficiently skilled and
experienced to counter the
onslaught mounted by the
pressure groups and fanned
by the media. The genie
could not be put back into
the bottle

Derek Burke diagnoses the problem 
and suggests a solution

David Willetts, Minister for Universities and Science, said at the British
Science Festival on 14 September: ‘I’m announcing today that the GM
dialogue project will not continue in its current format. However, it’s vital 
to engage people of all ages on scientific issues, so that they have a real
say about developments which can affect all of us.’ 

Why can’t we make a 
decision about the genetic
modification of foods 
and crops?
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Professor Derek Burke is a
former chair of the Advisory
Committee on Novel Foods and
Processes (1989-1997), a former
Vice-Chancellor of the University
of East Anglia (1987-1995), and a
former member of BBSRC’s
Bioscience for Society Panel
(2007-2010)
dcb27@cam.ac.uk
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Anti campaign 
Looking back, it seems pretty clear it
was because of a campaign run by
several non-governmental 
organisations and some newspapers.
The first major public event, a
television broadcast on 11 August,
1998, and then a press conference
held in the House of Commons on 
12 February, 1999, was the claim
made by Arpad Pusztai and 
collaborators that transgenic potatoes
had stunted growth and suppressed
immunity in rats that had eaten
transgenic potatoes for 110 days. 

His statements were generalised by
the press, their writers asserting that all
GM foods could be unsafe. Despite
the fact that there was no published
data to support the claim, and
despite an independent review which
cleared the product (October 1998),
and a robust response from the Prime
Minister (20 February, 1999), we
scientists were left challenging these
claims in the media as best we could
– the Science Media Centre was yet
unborn. We faced a professional
public relations campaign with a new
headline every two or three days; and
we were soon on the defensive. ‘So,
Professor Burke, you can’t prove that
GM soya is absolutely safe?’ I was
asked live on TV. ‘Well, no,’ was my
slightly naive response. ‘So the British
public is being subjected to an
untested new product made by
genetic modification which is claimed
to cause cancer?’ End of interview. 

Our mistake was not lack of effort 
but, rather coming fresh out of our
laboratories, most of us were not
sufficiently skilled and experienced 
to counter the onslaught mounted by
the pressure groups and fanned by
the media. The genie could not be
put back into the bottle.

So what are the possibilities?

Do nothing 
‘Minister,’ I can hear a senior civil
servant saying, ‘the UK faces a very
difficult financial future and we have
to make many difficult decisions. Why
bother ourselves with an issue like this
which is not of primary importance?’ 

Surely that is a policy of despair, not
worthy of an administration which is
determined to lead Britain in a new
direction. We used to think that we
might be able to earn our living by
what came out of the City, but no
longer, and as a small island trading
nation on the edge of a large land

mass, we need to exploit and 
invest in our excellent science 
and technology if we are to 
continue to earn our living. 

Try again
‘After all,’ Ministers must say to
themselves, ‘surely if we get fifteen
sensible people in a room, talking 
to each other for long enough, 
a consensus will emerge.’ 

That was not true of the GMNation?
Debate, in which I was peripherally
involved. It wasn’t true of the EU:US
Biotechnology Consultative Forum in
2000, of which I was a member, and I
understand it’s the problem with the
current process which has just been
terminated. The problem is that there
are members of these committees
with non-negotiable positions, and
since a consensus is required,
deadlock is inevitable. 

Mark Henderson, the science editor
for the Times put it well recently thus:
‘When I took part in an online debate
about GM food with Emma Hockridge
of the Soil Association, I thought I’d
explore a little farther. What evidence,
I asked, would be sufficient to
convince this organic lobby group to
accept that genetic engineering was
neither unsafe nor environmentally
damaging? I asked again. And again.
I never got an answer.’1

The EU option
Recently, Commissioner Dalli has
proposed to delegate decisions 
over GM down to individual countries
– subsidiarity in practice. However 
this raises wide issues of principle in
Brussels, and I think is unlikely to be
adopted in the near term. 

A way forward
So what’s left? The problem is not lack
of evidence, or lack of informed
reports; for example from the Nuffield
Council on Bioethics2 3, from the Royal
Society4, from the UK Government GM
Science Review or from proponents of
both the pro- and the anti-position.
The problem is that they cannot
agree, because at least some of them
have non-negotiable positions. 

I suggest we need an independent
process which sifts the scientific
evidence and makes a 
recommendation to the Minister. 
This procedure has been used in the
past to resolve similar apparently
intractable problems such as the 
siting of a nuclear power station, the
building of an airport runway or a new

wind farm, but in this case it should be
given a deadline. We have already
spent enough time on this problem. 

So I propose a type of judicial inquiry
in which the evidence is reviewed, in
public, with evidence in person or in
writing, from proponents of the
different positions. The evidence
should be weighed by people drawn
from those professions trained to
weigh evidence and I suggest a
panel of assessors chaired by a judge. 

But the difficulty, too complex to be
resolved in this short article, is how
wide ranging to make the review. 
Is it a debate only about issues of
relevance to UK agriculture, a review
of the scientific evidence in relation 
to human health and environmental
issues, or a wider discussion about the
whole agricultural enterprise? I favour
the first. Recommendations should be
made in public, and the Minister
should respond in public. Thus the
Minister makes the decision on the
basis of evidence sifted and weighed
by a panel of relevant expert
assessors, but who, crucially, do not
have a position themselves. The
responsibility for the final decision must
lie with the Minister.

1 Ideas not just for dummies. Eureka, the Times,
September 2010, p9.

2 Genetically modified crops: the ethical and
social issues. Nuffield Council on Bioethics, 1999.

3 The use of genetically modified crops in
developing counties. Nuffield Council on
Bioethics, 2004.

4 Reaping the benefits: Science and the
sustainable intensification of global agriculture.
The Royal Society, October 2009.

www.gmsciencedebate.org.uk/report/
default.htm#second

e a 
genetic
ds 
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SPAT

Dear David,

Alcohol is damaging the health of
the British population. Respected
medical organisations are now
calling for evidence-based alcohol
control policy to tackle this public
health crisis. 

Over recent decades alcohol has
become increasingly affordable.
Drinking excessively is more prevalent
and socially acceptable, particularly
for young women, than it was in 
the past. 

The domination of large alcohol
companies has created a market
reliant on high volume sales. Heavy
supermarket discounting, marketing
and promotions have also
contributed to the escalating rates of
alcohol related harm. Meanwhile,
alcohol policy has, in the words of the
2009 Health Select Committee report,
ranged from ‘the non-existent to 
the ineffectual’.1

We require a strategy which will
promote public health instead of
cosseting the alcohol industry. The
most robust evidence points to the
need for restrictive measures on
pricing, availability, advertising and
marketing. All of these measures pose
a serious threat to alcohol industry
profits. The industry depends on
harmful drinking: if people drank
responsibly, alcohol sales would
plummet by 40 per cent. It is the
industry’s job to increase sales of
alcohol. It is the government’s job to
regulate and protect public health
over trade — just as with other
addictive drugs. Government should
ignore special pleading by the
alcohol industry and prioritise 
public health.

Yours, Claire

1 House of Commons Health Committee (2009),
Alcohol available at
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm
200910/cmselect/cmhealth/151/151i.p

Dear Claire,

There is a problem of alcohol misuse
in the UK; the question is how it should
be addressed. 

The health lobby favours restrictive
measures on pricing, availability,
advertising and marketing in the
belief that this will reduce overall
levels of consumption. Leaving aside
some of the flaws in that assumption,
is this really the fairest and most
effective way of tackling the
problem? 

Most of us who drink, do so
moderately and responsibly; we
don’t need to drink less. The people
who need to cut back are the 7 per
cent of drinkers whom, it is estimated,
account for 33 per cent of all alcohol
consumption in the UK. These are also
the people who are least likely to
change their drinking behaviour if
their favourite tipple is made a little
bit more expensive, or if they had to
travel a little bit further to the nearest
retail outlet.

Rather than impose these blunt,
ineffective measures that impact on
the moderate majority, the industry
believes that one should instead
educate consumers into drinking
responsibly. It is only through
education, coupled with targeted
interventions against misusers, that we
shall ultimately change the drinking
culture and make a lasting difference
to alcohol health harms.

Yours, David

Dear David,

As a lobbyist, you argue that ‘we 
don’t need to drink less’ and that
alcohol-related harm is essentially a
problem for only 7 per cent of
drinkers, presumably those who are
addicted. The evidence, as opposed
to alcohol industry propaganda,
shows that the greatest costs
associated with alcohol are linked to
drunkenness rather than addiction,
with the involvement of emergency,
social and law-enforcement services. 

Education has been found to be an
ineffective means of controlling
alcohol consumption (price and
availability are the most effective
tools, as virtually all disinterested
parties agree). A worrying precedent
can be found in the anti-smoking
campaigns funded with tobacco
money which actually raised smoking
rates. Research on ‘responsible’
drinking campaigns found that such
messages often encourage alcohol
consumption by reinforcing social
norms of drunkenness as part of a
night out, rather than acting as a
serious health warning. 

The public need to be aware that
most alcohol ‘education’ originates
from the alcohol industry itself. It is 
a drive towards greater corporate
social responsibility for economic
ends rather than an altruistic 
source of objective public 
health information. 

Yours, Claire

Making alcohol policy:
increasing consumption 
or reducing harm?
Claire Harkins and David Poley disagree
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David Poley is Chief Executive of the Portman
Group, the social responsibility organisation for
UK drinks producers

dpoley@portmangroup.org.uk 

Claire Harkins is at the School of Applied 
and Social Sciences, University of Strathclyde 
c.harkins@strath.ac.uk 

Dear Claire,

I appreciate that drunkenness is as
big a problem as chronic misuse. The
7 per cent of drinkers who consume
a third of all alcohol (Department of
Health estimate, not drinks industry
propaganda) will include many of
those who get drunk and cause
trouble in town centres.

Education doesn’t work? Take a look
at drink-driving. Deaths are 70 per
cent lower than they were a
generation ago. Educational
campaigns have transformed
attitudes and behaviour. We should
now do the same to make public
drunkenness socially unacceptable.

And yes, the industry is responsible for
much of the alcohol education that
takes place. Surely, this is to be
applauded? In fact, the industry’s
educational effort is now channelled
through Drinkaware, an independent
charity funded but not controlled by
the industry. You are right that the
alcohol industry, like any industry,
acts more out of self-interest than
pure altruism. That doesn’t mean its
actions can’t be worthwhile and of
benefit to society.

No doubt, if the industry didn’t have
a social responsibility programme, 
the health lobby would be even
more apoplectic. It seems a case 
of ‘damned if you don’t and
damned if you do’. The industry
should, and does, play its part in
tackling alcohol misuse.

Yours, David

Dear David,

The 7 per cent you refer to accounts for
harmful drinkers whose consumption has
already damaged their health or are
addicted. Hazardous drinkers are those
whose consumption risks their health but
who have not yet developed health
problems. This applies to 33 per cent of
men and 16 per cent of women. Your use
of the statistics to frame the debate in
your favour is propaganda which
replaces objective information. 

Education alone did not change
behaviour and attitudes towards drink
driving; supporting sanctions such as
fines, or even prison did that. The effects
of educational campaigns are
counterbalanced by widespread
advertising of alcohol that does not
portray the serious consequences of the
drug. 

The Portman Group is an effective lobby
for specific private interests which profit
from the harm that drink does. Industry-
funded educational campaigns
underplay the dangers and provide a
sanitised view of alcohol-related harm –
further offset by the illusions fostered by
marketing, advertising and PR. The
problem for those interested in the health
of ordinary people is the power and
influence that alcohol lobbyists have
over public health policy. An industry that
sells an addictive drug should not be
responsible for education relating to its
safe use. This is a clear conflict of interest
and should be the responsibility of
independent health organisations — not
the alcohol lobby or its proxies.

Yours, Claire

Dear Claire,

I’m sorry if I did not make this clear
enough last time: Drinkaware is
independent. Its board includes highly
respected academics and health
experts. Are you saying that the
industry is wrong to fund it?

The industry voluntarily promotes
Drinkaware’s educational website on
over 3 billion drinks containers each
year and in all advertising. This helps
the website to attract over 130,000
visitors each month.

Alcohol marketing must be
responsible and is regulated through
strict Codes of Practice operated by
the Advertising Standards Authority
and Portman Group. The Codes are
independently enforced; the rare
examples of irresponsible marketing
are immediately withdrawn.

Finally, let’s return to your belief that
the only way to reduce alcohol
problems is to curb overall demand
through restrictions on price and
availability. Since 2005, (which,
incidentally, was when licensing laws
were relaxed), alcohol consumption
has fallen by 11 per cent. Alcohol-
related hospital admissions over the
same period have risen by 52 per
cent. The link between per capita
consumption and alcohol-related
harm unfortunately is not as simple 
as you portray. We need to persuade
excessive drinkers to cut back 
through targeted, innovative actions.
The industry should be seen not as
part of the problem but as part of 
the solution.

Yours, David
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IPCC neglects practical
tools for coping with risk

Dr Jay Gulledge is at the Pew
Center on Global Climate
Change, Arlington, Virginia 
gulledgeJ@pewclimate.org

OPINION

Recent high-level recommendations
to the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC) miss a critical
opportunity to call for a greater focus
on risk management and the tools
decision makers need to cope with
an inherently uncertain future. 

The IPCC is the most comprehensive
and reliable source of scientific
information about climate change
and its consequences. In August, an
international consortium of science
academies offered helpful advice to
the IPCC for executing its next major
climate assessment, due in 2014. 

The InterAcademy Council (IAC)
review says, ‘Any actions based on
scientific evidence inevitably involves
[sic] an assessment of risk and a
process of risk management.’ Yet,
after thoroughly critiquing how the
IPCC characterises scientific
uncertainty, an important prerequisite
for risk assessment, the IAC review
never returns to the subject of how
the IPCC assesses risk.

Inevitable uncertainty 
In its two decades, the IPCC has
developed a strong scientific case
that the climate is changing because
of human activities and has identified
many potential consequences. But it
has focused less on practical tools to
help decision makers grapple with the
most complex and far-reaching
public policy issue in history.

The IPCC’s first report in 1990 said,
‘The unequivocal detection of the
enhanced greenhouse effect from
observations is not likely for a decade
or more.’ This statement was
scientifically sound, but it invoked the
mindset that policy would flow
spontaneously once scientific
uncertainties were resolved. Twenty
years on, we are now quite certain
that human activities are indeed
warming the planet, yet important
uncertainties remain.

Dr. Anthony Janetos, director of the
Joint Global Change Research
Institute, encapsulates the problem:
‘The scientific community has not
done the right thing in that we’ve all
been caught up in this mantra that
we must reduce uncertainty. 
[Instead] what we do … is ask more
questions and, in many cases, that
increases uncertainty.’

Risk implications neglected
Since uncertainty is endemic to the
future, when the second IPCC
assessment concluded in 1995 that
‘The balance of evidence suggests a
discernable human influence on the
global climate’, the IPCC should have
reconvened around the risk
implications of this probable human
influence. Instead, it redoubled its
effort to reduce physical science
uncertainties and became further
entrenched in a working group
structure that separated the physical
and social sciences, inhibiting the
type of interdisciplinary collaboration
needed for effective assessment and
communication of risk. 

For example, every farmer knows that
weather extremes destroy crops and
kill livestock. Yet, for decades
economists have estimated the costs
of climate change using projections
of average temperatures because
these were available from climate
models. While useful for scientists
studying the physics of the climate
system, climate averages have little
utility for quantifying risks. An emphasis
on averages instead of extremes is
just one example of how the IPCC 
has missed opportunities to provide
practical risk-based tools to 
decision makers. 
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Jay Gulledge calls for a change in focus

Combine natural and 
social sciences
In 2007, the fourth IPCC assessment
acknowledged the policy implications
of a future that could include severe
but unpredictable outcomes:
‘Responding to climate change
involves an iterative risk management
process that includes both adaptation
and mitigation and takes into account
climate change damages, co-benefits,
sustainability, equity and attitudes to
risk.’ This concept-laden statement
entails an intensive interdisciplinary
research effort that should have 
begun in earnest fifteen years ago, 
yet remains disorganized and 
drastically underfunded. 

Just as the IPCC successfully convened
the physical sciences community to
perform systematic assessments of past
and future changes in the climate
system, it should now combine the
talents of natural scientists and social
scientists—with social scientists and
ecologists setting the agenda—to
develop practical tools decision makers
can use to manage a risky future. 

An emphasis on
averages instead of
extremes is just one
example of how the
IPCC has missed
opportunities to provide
practical risk-based tools
to decision makers 
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Giovanni Bisignani is Director
General and CEO, International
Air Transport Association (IATA)
bisignanig@iata.org 

OPINION

developed. But without the
infrastructure of the Single European
Sky there is not much hope that the
next crisis will be managed any
more effectively. And whatever the
final solution, it must be harmonized
with global best practices.

There is one undeniable fact. As
Europe’s air traffic re-started, over
200,000 flights occurred in areas
where ash was meant to be present.
Engine inspections following those
flights revealed absolutely no
abnormalities. There can be no
clearer indication of the need for all
parties to find a better way to deal
with the next volcanic ash
challenge. 

The reaction of European governments to the Eyjafjallajökull
volcanic eruption unnecessarily turned a spectacular natural
phenomenon into a US$5 billion disaster for the European
economy and an international embarrassment.
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Europe got it wrong, argues Giovanni Bisignani

Safety is the aviation industry’s number
one priority. If it is not safe, nobody
would want to fly. Aviation is the safest
form of transport because decisions on
safety are made on the basis of solid
facts. The Eyjafjallajökull fiasco began
when Europe’s governments took
uncoordinated decisions based on 
a theoretical mathematical model 
of the volcano’s ash dispersion
produced by the Volcanic Ash 
Advisory Centre (VAAC), in this 
instance, the London VAAC.

Re-inventing the wheel
Volcanic activity was a new challenge
for Europe’s governments. Instead of
looking to global best practice on how
to manage such events, they chose to
re-invent the wheel. Even though the
skies over most of Europe were bright
blue, airspace across the continent was
shut down for five days – and with it,
large chunks of Europe’s economy.

Atmospheric ash is a meteorological
condition that happens regularly in
many parts of the world. There are on
average 50 volcanic eruptions each
year. International best practice is to
treat such situations in line with standard
operational procedures for adverse
weather conditions. 

Global best practice
Throughout the world airlines and their
operating crews are charged with
making the decisions on when and
where to fly. This is done using a
sophisticated system of advisory
notifications. A zone is identified where
ash is detectable in high concentrations
and where flying would be dangerous.
Airlines are provided with accurate data
on ash dispersion to make operational
decisions for the rest of the airspace.
Using this system, there has not been 
a single fatal accident related to
volcanoes.

Had Europe followed global best
practice, limited airspace closures
would have been identified and we
would not have seen the scale of the
disruption experienced in April.

Single European Sky
The first lesson is the need to harmonize
and enhance the effectiveness of the
operations of VAACs. Both France and
the UK have VAACs. The UK had
geographic responsibility for April’s
events. Had it used the French
methodology, a much smaller no-fly
zone would have been identified.

Eventually, guidance was provided
based on varying ash densities, shrinking
the no-fly zone. But a fundamental
problem remains. Europe is focused on 
a proscriptive regulated approach
based on ash concentration levels
rather than the global standard
operational approach.

The volcano was also the strongest 
case ever for the Single European Sky.
An initial frenzy of political hyperbole
about the appointment of a network
manager has not materialized. We are
still a long way from achieving the
US$6.5 billion (about £4,000 million) cost
reduction that a truly united European
sky would bring. 

Solutions must be harmonised
How do we move forward? April’s crisis
highlighted deficiencies. The
International Civil Aviation Organization
(ICAO) is working to close the gaps in
cooperation with IATA and the industry.
But this process will take time—a year 
at least. 

In the meantime, Europe is also taking
action. There is some progress on revised
modeling for producing the VAAC maps
which will be tested in the coming
months and the terms of reference for 
a crisis command centre are being

Instead of looking to
global best practice
on how to manage
such events, they
chose to re-invent
the wheel

Over-reacting to ash
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EXCHANGE

Stephanie Moore is a senior
research assistant on EPIC -
Norfolk, the European
Prospective Investigation into
Cancer and Nutrition –
www.epic-norfolk.org.uk
She was a 2009 Rising Star
stephanie.moore@srl.cam.ac.uk 

For me, Rising Stars was an
opportunity to learn more about
outreach in a safe and creative
environment. Outreach involves
getting out there, meeting people
and talking about what we do
and why, which is both daunting
at times and great fun. Not being
from a purely scientific
background myself, I appreciate
the need for good, engaging
information about science. 

I work at the Norfolk branch of EPIC,
the European Prospective Investigation
into Cancer and Nutrition. It’s part 
of the Europe-wide EPIC study, the 
largest study of diet and health ever
undertaken. It involves over half a
million people in ten countries. 

Quid pro quo
Outreach is important not only
because we get public funding but
also because the EPIC study involves
thousands of participants who give up
their time to tell us about their lives.
They want to understand the research
and what has been found out. It’s also

important to us that people
understand the value of contributing
to large-scale studies such as EPIC. 

Rising Stars was a fantastic opportunity
to push myself in new areas such as
presenting, being interviewed and
event organisation with the guidance
of expert facilitators. One of the most
useful aspects of the course was its
mixture of arts, humanities and science
researchers, which forced us all to start
thinking about how to communicate
our subjects from the off and gave me
feedback from people from different
perspectives. I also got the chance to
learn about an interesting array of
topics from the marvels of medieval
manuscripts to stem cell research.

Into practice
The beauty of the Rising Stars course is
that not only do you learn new skills
but you get to try them out – and they
really can be used anywhere! We try
to make outreach fun at EPIC whether
that be by taking King Kong, Princess
Leia and Super Woman (the team in
disguise) along to run our ‘test your

Rising Stars is a HEFCE-funded 
programme that gives outstanding
Cambridge undergraduates, 
post-graduates, post-docs and 
early-career academics the chance 
to develop communication skills.

So far, some 1,500 students and early
careers researchers have taken part.
Below, we hear from three of them:
Stephanie Moore, Amy Milton and Niraj Lal.

Stephanie Moore thrives on outreach

strength’ activity at the Town and Gown
show, or holding the Great Gut Race 2010
at the Cambridge Science Festival using 
a life-size model of the human alimentary
tract. All of these activities are
underpinned with simple key scientific and
research messages.

We’ve got a great team at EPIC and our
public engagement remit is growing. We
are now actively advertising our activities
and talks in Cambridge and Norfolk. We’re
also aware that outreach is a two-way
process, so we’re developing a Participant
Panel to advise us on our research. 
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Cancer and nutrition

Rising Stars 
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Giving something back
Niraj Lal finds the right energy level 
Outreach is something that I love. 

I think a lot of science is hard to
understand at first, and many people,
and kids especially, can feel it’s too
complicated, or that it’s not really
relevant, or that it’s best left to little
nerdlingers who like peering down
microscopes. But when the best bits of
science are conveyed in a way that’s
intuitive and understandable, and I
think all good science can be, the
amazement shines through. Seeing that
expression of wonderment – the
realisation that nature truly is incredible
– is absolutely priceless and is one of
the biggest joys of engaging in
outreach.

The second reason why I’m keen on
outreach is because it’s a way of giving
back to the communities that give us
vast amounts of funding. Every pound
we get for science is a pound that
can’t be spent directly upgrading our
schools, or refurbishing our hospitals or
providing clean water for the 2.5 billion
people that don’t have access to it. 

I think we need to communicate what

we do not only because our science
really does produce truly remarkable
outcomes, but also to let people know
what is being done with our taxes, and
to give something back. 

Speaking and writing
It’s for these reasons that I was so
excited to take part in the Rising Stars
Public Engagement Course. It was an
opportunity to be trained in good
communication at the same time as
exploring outreach opportunities across
the region. 

Through the programme I was able to
appear on the BBC radio Naked
Scientists show on the science of solar,
write an article on how solar cells work,
give presentations to foster-care and in-
care students on the science of
electricity, and work with hard-to-reach
students on a film for the science of 
the future. 

Communicating science to kids that
aren’t initially keen is especially
challenging. Not only does the content
have to be spot-on, but you’ve got to
stay with them at the right energy level.

It’s a skill that the Rising Stars
programme helped teach, and I 
think it’s immensely valuable when
communicating with all sorts of
audiences – including august
academic ones.

I’m absolutely stoked to be involved.
Outreach is a passion I hope to
continue for the rest of my PhD and for
as long as I’m engaged in the amazing
world of science.

Niraj Lal is studying for a PhD in
physics as a Gates Scholar at
the University of Cambridge.
He’s in the NanoPhotonics
Group researching how to
make solar cells more efficient
with nanosized Buddhist
singing bowls. He was a 2009
Rising Star
nnl20 “at” cam.ac.uk
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Amy Milton is 
looking to films

Memory is a topic that fascinates
many people; our experience, to
a large extent, makes us who we
are. However, a lot of the
terminology used in memory
research – such as ‘medial
temporal lobe amnesia’ – means
that people without a background
in neuroscience can feel unable
to participate in discussions on 
this topic. 

I’ve spent years teaching
undergraduates about neuroscience,
and they’ve consistently expressed
surprise that neuroscience isn’t as hard
as they thought it would be; I believe
that all it takes is someone to explain it
well. It was this belief that led me to
participate in the Rising Stars
programme.

Film festival
I wanted to stretch myself, so I’ve
embarked on an ambitious outreach
activity: organising a film festival that
celebrates, and explains, different
aspects of memory research. I’ll be
showing a range of mainstream films
that are relevant to memory research,
and will appeal to a diverse audience
– from Total Recall to Finding Nemo,
there should be something for
everyone.

Each screening will be preceded by 
a short introduction by a memory
researcher, who will highlight and
explain the scientific issues that the 
film raises. Following the film, there 
will be an informal question and
answer session with the researcher.
Many people will have seen the films
before, but probably will have not
thought about them in this way – or 
will have, but without the opportunity
to ask questions.

Tapping into networks
Being on the Rising Stars programme has
really helped with organising the film festival.
There are many existing networks that I’ve
been able to access through the course; for
instance, another Rising Star was able to put
me into contact with the key people in the
Cambridgeshire Film Consortium. Her input
ultimately led to the Arts Picturehouse in
Cambridge agreeing to launch the festival
for me! This is a fantastic outcome, and I
doubt I’d have been able to achieve it on
my own. 

There are still challenges ahead - such as
fundraising, and getting the publicity right –
but I’m confident that with the skills I’ve
developed and the contacts I’ve made,
those challenges can be overcome. The
team organising the Cambridge Science
Festival (who have a huge amount of
experience in these areas) are now backing
the project, and they have agreed that the
film festival can be one of the many exciting
outreach activities during National Science
& Engineering Week next year. I hope that
this will be the start of a long collaboration.

Enabling discussion on memory

Dr Amy Milton is a Lecturer in the Behavioural and Clinical
Neuroscience Institute, in the Department of Experimental
Psychology. She is in the current cohort of Rising Stars. The
memory film festival will start in Science Week, in March 2011
alm46@hermes.cam.ac.uk 
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A key feature of the
initiative was to promote
the inclusion of public
engagement in
institutional strategies
and management
practices

Public engagement can help improve the quality of research
and widen its impact. Researchers who work closely with the
public also often find it enjoyable and rewarding. 

FEATURE

The Beacons are
getting on with it
Mark Dyball and Alan Thorpe are
happy with progress 

Professor Alan Thorpe is Chair
of Research Councils UK

alan.thorpe@rcuk.ac.uk 

Mark Dyball is a Director of
People Science & Policy Ltd

mark.dyball@people
scienceandpolicy.com

However, while there is much existing
good quality public engagement, a
research-driven culture means that
public engagement is not a priority
within many universities and research
institutes and those researchers
undertaking public engagement are
not always well regarded by their
peers.1

This is one of the reasons why RCUK,
the UK higher education funding
councils and the Wellcome Trust
came together to create the
Beacons for Public Engagement; a
four-year initiative to embed public
engagement in the higher education
and research sectors.

Review of evaluations
The initiative supports six Beacons
across the UK and a National
Coordinating Centre for Public
Engagement (NCCPE). The Beacons
are at the forefront of efforts to
change the culture in universities, to
help build capacity for public
engagement and encourage
researchers and university staff to
become involved. They are also
instrumental in creating networks and
sharing best practice. 

A key feature of the initiative was to
promote the inclusion of public
engagement in institutional strategies
and management practices, rather
than concentrating solely on the
funding of public engagement
activities.

Earlier this year, the funders
commissioned an independent
review of the findings to date from
the national and individual Beacon
evaluations to help us to identify and
share the learning so far.2 This review
was conducted by People Science &
Policy Ltd. 

Successes
The various evaluations have
identified many activities that are
promoting and building a culture that
supports public engagement within
the Beacon institutions.

Successes across the Beacons include
featuring public engagement activity
in promotion criteria, inclusion of
public engagement in the
responsibilities of senior managers and
the appointment of ‘champions’ for
public engagement. They also feature
the introduction of grant and other
funding schemes, and prizes and
awards for public engagement. 

Capacity building, such as
development of training and
institutional infrastructures to support
the involvement of staff in public
engagement, has been a high priority
of the Beacons. The evaluations
record high levels of demand for such
services and praise from academics
for the quality of training and support
received.

‘The Beacon Lab has helped change
the direction of thought of our senior
management…the Beacon is an
engine for cultural change and is
enabling us to make connections and
embed public engagement across
the university,’ said Professor Gerry
Kelleher, Deputy Vice-Chancellor at
Manchester Metropolitan University.

Our review found evidence that
researchers new to public
engagement have become involved
because of Beacon activities. There
are also indications that members of
staff from Beacon HEIs feel more
motivated and supported to
undertake public engagement.

An academic at the University of
Edinburgh commented: ‘I don’t think
you would find a head of school who
openly said it’s not important, whereas
you probably would, maybe not a
year ago but certainly five or ten years
ago I would imagine you would.’ 

Concordat launch
The initiative still has a year to run, 
yet it is clear from the review that the
investment is starting to deliver the
funders’ ambitious aims. The funders
are now working with the Beacon HEIs
and NCCPE to ensure a legacy and
sustainability to the achievements
made so far.

This is one of the biggest investments
ever launched to support public
engagement in the HE sector, yet it still
only reaches a small proportion of our
community. To embed public
engagement more broadly across the
sector, RCUK are therefore pleased to
have worked with other research
funders on a Concordat for engaging
the public with research which will be
launched in December. 

More information about the Beacons
for Public Engagement initiative can
be found here:
www.publicengagement.ac.uk/
beacons.

1 Survey of factors affecting science
communication by scientists and
engineers, Royal Society, RCUK and
Wellcome Trust, June 2006, available at
http://royalsociety.org/General_WF.aspx?
pageid=7967 

2 The review is available at
www.rcuk.ac.uk/per
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