Westminster Fringe debate

Organised by the Stockholm Network in association with The Economist
The Democratisation of Science would not be in the Public Interest (Summary):

In favour of the motion: Lord Taverne and Colin Blakemore

Lord Taverne: Chair of Sense about Science (NGO) and Liberal Democrat Peer

Colin Blakemore: Fellow of the Royal Society and Chief Executive, Medical Research Council

Speaking against the motion: Ian Gibson MP (Lab.) and Daniel Glaser 

Ian Gibson (MP): member of Royal Society Committee for Public Understanding of Science and Science and Technology Select Committee

Daniel Glaser: Senior Research Fellow at the Institute of Cognitive Science, UCL

Additional speaker on public opinion: Rick Nye, Director, Populus

Audience view from straw poll held before debate: 40% agree with motion, 60 % disagree.

Shereen El Feki (chair): Welcomed everyone, introduced the topic of the debate and some of the most important arguments for and against the democratisation of science:

- Proponents of public involvement in science argue that the public should be more involved in the process of science, which would serve to steer science in the direction of society’s needs. 

- Opponents point to the risks of greater public engagement in science. They argue that involving the public may stifle innovation. 

The speakers:

Lord Taverne: 

“Science flourishes in a democratic environment but is not itself a democratic activity. Attempts at detailed political control threaten innovation and independence.” 

- It is right that in a democracy, the government decides the overall direction of science, on behalf of the public, and allocates public funding. 

- Science should be as open and transparent as possible, in order to promote public trust, but demands to allow public control over the direction and process of research and development go too far. 

- A distinction has to be made between risk assessment, the prerogative of the experts, and risk management, an area where the public has to be consulted. The public is far less interested at the ‘upstream stage’ than it is in the application stage. The people who claim to represent the public are only pursuing their own agenda (environmental lobbies).

- More democratic control means control by the pressure groups. The committees that ensure political correctness do not mix well with genius and innovation.

- “Science is value neutral. The question is not what are the motives of people, but are the results re-produceable.” 

(Later in the debate)

- There is so much that the public has got wrong. If they are right, it is by osmosis or by intuition. Is that a good reason to trust them?

- The actual process of doing science is not something which is a democratic activity, any more than art. Science is not a democratic process, it doesn’t search for consensus; it is the pursuit of knowledge.

Ian Gibson: 

- The public are way to the left of scientists in terms of their understanding that global warming is a threat. 

- Scientists are afraid of transparency, frightened of being slammed by the public. The public are quite capable of understanding science (at least as much as politicians). They are interested. One does not need a PhD to understand and engage in science. It is important to keep the public informed, get them involved and create a more scientifically literate public. Not only will this make people less distrustful, it may encourage people to study science and become scientists. It is a contradiction that university science departments are closing down, while the government invests more money in scientific research.

- Taxpayers have the right to know what sort of scientific research is being funded and how priorities are decided upon. People want to know what regulation and legislation has been decided on. 

- Scientists do not work in a vacuum; they have to acknowledge how they affect, as well as how they are affected by society. Science does itself no favours by isolating itself from public scrutiny. If scientists were to communicate better with the media and the government, they would get a better understanding about the certainties and uncertainties of their work. “Democratisation is not just about involving citizens in science, but about scientists also seeing themselves as citizens.” 

(Later in the debate)

- Who should make the decisions on science? It cannot be left to parliament to decide everything. Who speaks for British science, do they ever work concertedly? The only way to break down that hierarchy is to explain what is going on to the public.

- It is important to make people feel part of the process and important.

Colin Blakemore: 

- There is an astounding lack of basic ‘trivial pursuit’ knowledge of the facts of science. If you educate people about science they will become more trusting of and confident in scientists and their work. 

- In a democracy politicians are elected to decide on behalf of society. This is a reasonable way of exercising consensus in politics, but science is not a consensual process. Science is driven by individual expertise, curiosity, insight and brilliance. 

- Attempts to manage science by democracy are not very impressive. For example, during the referendum process in Switzerland, single-issue lobbying groups decided the outcomes rather than the public. Experience has also shown that the public rejects spending on important areas such as, for example, mental health and AIDS. Thus, the majority can not always be trusted to be responsible.

- The Demos think tank’s report ‘See through Science’ looked at whether so-called ‘upstream engagement’ could reshape not only the way science relates to public decision-making but also the very foundation of knowledge on which scientific enterprise rests. This is not to suggest that the public stand over the shoulders of scientists in the laboratories, but that it is important to identify ways that engagement can strengthen the reflective capacity of scientists. Certainly there is a role for public engagement and opinion, but not in the process of deciding what is the most exciting or the most appropriate experiment for the future. The public can’t determine the priorities. 

- The areas of science which cause most concern for the public are the products of commercial science, for financial motives where secrecy is the order of the day – this is where democratisation is likely to have the least influence. 

(Later in the debate)

- The public has every right to judge the quality of science after the science has been done. Meanwhile it is up to scientists to defend what they have done. It is public money; of course scientists are accountable. 

- “I am absolutely against the democratisation of science in the sense of allowing the majority absolute control over scientific priorities and the conduct of research.” 

Daniel Glaser: 

- There is room for more democratic engagement within science, especially in the context of peer review. There need to be models which allow more scientific voices to be heard in deciding what science gets published.

-The practice of science in universities is subject to personnel and management decisions which would not stand in the public domain. There is a need to open up the corridors of power within science to a broader constituency.

-There is a problem in that the public are not able to read the scientific papers published as they are not subscribed to the relevant journals. There is something wrong with the way peer review literature is managed. It is a closed literature. “How is the public expected to make informed decisions if they do not have the economic ability to read about the work that has been done?”

- Activists can’t just pick and choose when they rubbish scientists and when they don’t. 

- People trust academic scientists more than government scientists and government scientists slightly more than industry scientists. The credibility problem which responsive scientific funding is facing at the moment will be reduced if science is driven by public interest. 

- The fact that science is paid for with public money should not be underestimated. There is a need for more public scrutiny of the government. It is not necessarily the case that the public are only interested in science when it directly concerns them. There is an enormous public curiosity about science.

- What can science teach democracy? There is something quite important about the scientific deliberative process, which could be applied to politics. “Science has a lot to teach government about how to make decisions.” It is condescending to exclude the public from decisions about science. “In the end, the issue is not so much public trust in science, but scientists learning to trust the public.”

(Later in the debate)

- There needs to be a process of local engagement

Rick Nye:

- The public we spoke to in focus groups do not feel qualified to take a greater role in determining what science is funded and how, nor can they envisage a system for making science more accountable. 

- They have a positive view of scientists as scientists, but are more concerned with motives rather than the scientific method. Who has paid for it and who stands to gain from it? They think that the government hides behind its scientists, as it did over BSE and MMR. In commercial science they think that companies direct research in the interests of profit. 

- More coverage engenders more scepticism rather than greater understanding. The public do not feel competent or confident to judge between competing truths. The public would rather leave it to politicians than scientists, though they do not like politicians who hide behind science and scientists.

- There is a need not just for more popular understanding of science but for more understanding of unpopular science.

Audience view from straw poll held after the debate: 70% agree with motion, 30% disagree.
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