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The Role of Science in 21st Century EU Policy-
Making

Julie Girling*

Today,more than ever, citizens expect value formon-
ey, not only from their elected representatives, but
also from the laws and regulations passed to protect
them. As the European economy faces continued
challenges and limited economic growth, citizens re-
ly on policy-makers to encourage innovation and
stimulate growth and jobs. This requires flexible leg-
islation which fosters start-ups, encourages SMEs
during those early days, but which also simultane-
ously maintains the high levels of consumer health
and safety that they have become accustomed to.

Public accountability is also increasing– and right-
ly so. Citizens don’t just want legislation that deliv-
ers – they also want transparency and open dialogue.
They want decision-makers to explain why certain
policy choices were made over others, and what ben-
efits they can expect from such choices. This require-
ment for information must also be seen against a
backdrop of increasing demands on consumers' time
anda tendency todeal in "twitterati" style soundbites.
This often results in consumers feeling the need for
analysis and validation of information via a third par-
ty, sometimes a journalist, sometimes anNGOor gov-
ernment agency.

This is a fairly tall order for the EU policy-maker.
How can legislators be sure of the direct or indirect
consequences of policy choices? How can they antic-
ipate emerging issues where EU action may be nec-
essary? How can they react to public pressure and
media campaigns? The answer lies each time in sci-
ence. EU policy-makers need now, more than ever,
access to and an understanding of scientific evi-
dence.

At the same time, the EU is facing a crisis of legit-
imacy– the results of the recentEuropeanParliament
elections, and various movements across Member
States, suggestdissatisfactionwith the statusquoand
a desire for reform. Reform cannot just take the form
ofmodifications to bureaucratic structures or certain
Member State competencies – it has to be applied
throughout thewholepolicy-makingprocess. TheEU
needs to be able to meet the challenges of the 2050s,
rather than remaining focused on fixing the prob-

lems of the 1950s. This is an issue for all the EU in-
stitutions and is particularly acute for the EP. The EP
must become more relevant to its citizens, not just
reacting to developments but also initiating change
and "leading the charge" on consumer safety. This
means taking a responsible attitude through devel-
oping a debate on risks and benefits not just present-
ing easy answers.

With this in mind, 21st Century policy-making
needs a shake-up in order to be different to – and bet-
ter than – that of the last century. How better to re-
act to the needs of 21st Century Europe than taking
advice from cutting edge 21st Century science?

Challenges for the 21st Century

The European Union, and the rest of the world, face
a number of critical challenges. There are issues
around resource efficiency, energy independence, cli-
mate change and food securitywhichneed to be dealt
with. These new challenges need new policy ideas,
or new products and processes to be introduced.
Many of the solutions to these challenges will come
from scientific and technological advances butmany
such scientific advances are met with fear and con-
fusion – they are believed to pose risks to public
health, or the environment. In some cases, such con-
cerns are absolutely justified, but in others, they are
not. As responsible policy-makers, we need to con-
sider new technologies on the basis of scientific evi-
dence, and effectively communicate that evidence to
concerned citizens. Acting simply on anecdotal evi-
dence couldhavenegative implications for long-term
policy goals.

* Julie Girling is the Conservative MEP for South West England and
Gibraltar. She serves as the European Conservatives and Re-
formists Group Coordinator for the Committee on Environment,
Public Health and Food Safety, and also sits on the Committees
on Agriculture and Women's Rights. A staunch advocate of a
greater role for science in EU policy-making, she has recently
been appointed Co-Chair of the working group on Research and
Innovation for the European Parliament's Intergroup on Climate
Change, Biodiversity and Sustainable Development.
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Global food security is arguably one of the most
significant challenges of the 21stCentury. As the glob-
al population continues togrow,weneed to seekprac-
tical solutions to ensure that people do not go hun-
gry. Studies suggest that in order to feed the global
population we will need to increase global food pro-
duction by 50-70% by 2050.

GMOs could play a role in meeting this challenge.
GMOs are widely cultivated across North America,
SouthAmerica andAsia, but cultivation remains lim-
ited in theEU.TheEUhasa rigorousapprovalprocess
for GMOs and a number of tests are carried out to
ensure their safety for human consumption and the
wider environment. Despite this rigorous scientific
process, public and political opposition to GMOs re-
mains strong. I believe that by not accepting the ev-
idence supporting GMO cultivation, the EU is falling
behind the other major economies in terms of agri-
cultural development, and thus heavily limiting any
future contribution from the EU to the global food
crisis.

Another controversial technology is the use of
nanomaterials. There ismuch suspicion surrounding
nanomaterials as there are suggestions that sub-
stancesmay bemore dangerous in nano form. As yet
none of these claims have been substantiated by sci-
entific evidence, and the existing EU framework for
the authorisation of chemicals – REACH – applies to
nanomaterials in the same way as other chemicals.
However, calls continue for a separate regulatory
framework to approve the use of nanomaterials.

Suchanapproachneeds tobecarefully considered.
Nanomaterials are an emerging technology which is
currently in use in a number of highly useful appli-
cations. Nanoparticles of anatase titanium dioxide
present in many in sun protection creams protect us
against harmful UV rays; nanoparticles of silica car-
bide in tyres for cars and vans can reduce friction be-
tween those tyres and the ground, thus reducing the
emissions from those vehicles and improving ener-
gy efficiency. There are many potential uses of nano-
materials which could meet pressing policy goals, so
seeking to restrict their use without any compelling
scientific reason would only serve to limit success in
other policy areas.

There are many other areas of concern, ranging
from endocrine disrupters, food contact materials
and plant protection products. The arguments are
many and various and the solutions will all be found
through science.

What is the role of science?

I believe that science is the objective evidence used
to support policy-making. Different groups will sup-
port different policy choices for a number of subjec-
tive reasons (ideological beliefs, socio-economic con-
cerns, cultural differences). For me, scientific evi-
dence should transcend these differences and should
indicate a preference for one particular policy choice.
In practice, however, what constitutes 'sound sci-
ence' and 'independent science' has become rather
ambiguous.

Where do we get the 'science' used to support pol-
icy choices? The obvious answer would appear to be
those scientists and labs with expertise in the rele-
vant policy areas. However, a growing phenomenon
in EU circles has had policy-makers calling for only
'independent' science to be considered. In principle,
this is not overly problematic - scientists with a di-
rect conflict of interest should not be informing pol-
icy, just as MEPs with a direct conflict of interest
should not be legislating on a particular policy area.
However, the definition of 'independent' seems to
have rapidly evolved to cover any scientist who has
ever had any contact with industry. Not only does
this prevent many highly qualified scientists from
providing meaningful and valuable contributions to
the policy debate, but it also limits the scope for in-
dustry-driven improvements in public and environ-
mental safety, as scientistswill be dissuaded fromen-
gaging with industry.

21stCentury EU policy-making cannot be based on
evidence drawn from only a narrow segment of the
scientific community. Scientists from across sectors
– industry, academia, NGOs, EU institutions – need
to engage with policy-makers and each other in or-
der to find areas of scientific consensus. This iswhere
the sound basis for effective policy-making will be
found.

Developments at EU-level

Over the past fewyears there have been some encour-
agingdevelopmentswithin theEUinstitutionswhich
would suggest that the role of science is increasing.

The most obvious development was the creation
of the role of Chief Scientific Adviser to the President
of the European Commission in January 2012. The
role, currently filled by Professor Anne Glover (a for-
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mer Chief Scientific Adviser for Scotland), places sci-
ence at the forefront of high level EU decision-mak-
ing.

In addition, in February 2013 then-President Jose
Manuel Barroso appointed Professor Glover as Chair
of the newly created Science and Technology Advi-
sory Council to the President. This move further in-
creased the number of scientists engaged in the pol-
icy debate at EU executive level, and drew on expe-
rience from across sectors and disciplines, thus
broadening the knowledge base informing the Pres-
ident.

Looking forward, I received personal assurances
from the newly-appointed Commission President,
Jean-Claude Juncker, that the role of Chief Scientific
Adviser will be retained under his leadership. How-
ever, to retain the role is not enough - the role needs
to have increased visibility, be properly resourced,
and continue to be tied to the Science and Technolo-
gy Advisory Council if it is to contribute to policy-
making in ameaningfulway. I amyet tobe convinced
that Mr Juncker will give the role the resources and
visibility it deserves, and am not wholly convinced
that he fully embraces science-based policy-making,
given his recent remarks against GMO cultivation in
the EU. I shall be keeping a close eye on these devel-
opments once the new Commission is appointed in
the autumn.

In the European Parliament things are also start-
ing to move in the right direction. In addition to the
existing Science and Technology Options Analysis
(STOA)group, theEuropeanParliament'sLibraryhas
undergone a transformation into the newly estab-
lished European Parliamentary Research Service. As
well as managing the former Library's resources, the
EPRS provides targeted briefings for MEPs based on
new studies and academic literature, and also works

in conjunction with the Impact Assessment Unit in
assessing the outcomes of proposed legislation and
amendments. This welcome development gives
MEPs in the Parliament direct access to the latest ev-
idence in a number of policy areas, and also provides
them with the option of having different policy op-
tions assessed for environmental, economic andpub-
lic health outcomes.

For my part, I plan to take the issue of science and
evidence-based policy-making forward under the
working group on 'Research and Innovation' of the
Intergroup on Climate Change, Biodiversity and Sus-
tainable Development. This highly subscribed, cross-
party intergroup will give a formal platform to the
issue andwill build on thework carried out informal-
ly during the last mandate.

The momentum of such developments needs to
be maintained, and decision-makers need to make
use of the resources at their disposal if such develop-
ments are going to have a significant impact on EU
policy-making. With so many global challenges fac-
ing us, and the eyes of citizens more focused than
ever on the actions of their elected representatives,
the EU needs to be seen to be taking the lead in find-
ing effective, sustainable solutions. This can only be
achieved by acting on the basis of scientific evidence.

All of these developments require investment,
both financially and in human expertise. This is a
nettle that we must grasp. Support for legislators
must be independent andunbiased.MEPs shouldnot
have to rely on NGOs or industry, these should both
be considered as useful but not definitive; reliable
unbiased scientific assessment is essential. For my
part, I am hoping to continuemywork in parliament
promoting the use of science-based evidence and the
understanding of risk management, and I look for-
ward to five years of progress.
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