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Role of the Committee

The Science and Technology Select Committee is one of the four permanent investigative committees
in the House of Lords: the others are the select committees on the constitution, economic affairs and
the European Union. It fulfils one of the major roles of the House of Lords as a forum of independent
expertise and draws on the wide experience of the Members of the House.

Remit and functions 

The Committee was set up in 1979. Its terms of reference are ‘to consider science and technology’.

Its main function is to examine matters within this wide field with which Parliament ought to be
concerned, and to report to the House of Lords with recommendations for government action.  

Membership

The Committee has around 14 Members, appointed by the House at the start of each session of
Parliament (parliamentary sessions normally begin in the autumn and last for about a year). Members
are nominated by their political parties and by the Crossbenchers. The number of seats for each group
is negotiated; the Crossbenchers have always been well represented. The Chairman is appointed by the
House. In order to provide continuity, Members are eligible for re-appointment, and can sit on the
Committee for a maximum of four years in succession.  

The Committee has always included distinguished scientists—such as Nobel Prize winners, former
presidents and fellows of the Royal Society, the Royal Academy of Engineering and the medical and
veterinary royal colleges—as well as lawyers, economists, politicians and Members with other relevant
expertise and interests.

The Committee has power to add to its own membership through co-option. This has been used
sparingly, for instance when a distinguished scientist has joined the House and there is no immediate
vacancy.

A Science and Technology sub-committee hearing evidence from witnesses.



How it operates

The Committee works through formal inquiries. The Select Committee decides on the topics to be
investigated and appoints a sub-committee to carry out the inquiry. A sub-committee is composed of
interested Members of the Select Committee, plus co-opted Members of the House chosen for their
expertise or interest in the specific subject area of the inquiry. A sub-committee chairman is appointed
by the Select Committee. The inquiry then progresses as follows:

! a specialist adviser is recruited (an external expert);
! background briefings or seminars are held for the Committee;
! written submissions are invited (‘Call for Evidence’);
! public meetings are held to hear oral evidence;
! the Committee may visit relevant places and organisations;
! the sub-committee drafts a report;
! the report is submitted to the Select Committee;
! the report is published;
! the sub-committee is then dissolved, and the process 

begins again with a new topic.

The Committee publishes two or three substantial reports per session as
well as numerous shorter follow-up reports. Major reports contain
recommendations to the Government and others and receive formal 
government responses. Most are then debated in the House itself.

The Science and Technology Select Committee

Functions:
! to choose topics to investigate;
! to appoint sub-committees to carry out

investigations;
! to approve and publish the sub-committees’ reports;
! to conduct shorter follow-up inquiries.

Members:
! 14 Members sit on the Committee, one of whom 

acts as Chairman. They are supported by a clerk and 
a secretary. A full-time science specialist assists the 
Select Committee and its sub-committees.

The sub-committees

Functions:
! to carry out investigations; 
! to generate reports. 

Members:
! Members are drawn from the 

Select Committee or co-opted 
from the House; one is appointed 
Chairman. They are supported by
a clerk, a secretary and a specialist
adviser with expertise in the 
subject under investigation.
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The Committee visited the
new Evelina Children’s
Hospital in London as part
of their investigation into
allergies.

Organisation

The Committee carries out much of its work through two sub-committees which it 
appoints to carry out investigations and report on their findings. The Select Committee 
then approves and publishes the reports.



Nature and subject of inquiries

The Committee’s broad remit covers:

!
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The Committee seeks to balance life sciences and physical sciences across its programme; it does not
undertake inquiries based purely on social science or economics.

Short topical inquiries and follow-up work

The Committee sometimes undertakes shorter inquiries, often following up previous work—e.g. the
Committee has published a series of short reports on radioactive waste management, following up the
progress that has been made since its 1999 report Management of Nuclear Waste. The continuity in
the Committee’s membership helps ensure that issues and recommendations are followed up in this
way.

The Committee’s influence. . .

Committee recommendations are largely directed at the Government, though they may also have
implications for industry, the professions and others. The Committee influences the Government, and
others, in several ways:

! an inquiry itself stimulates debate in the community concerned, and in the media;

! during the preparation of oral and written evidence, the Government is forced to examine and 
defend its policy and sometimes reformulate it;

! the Government has to respond in writing to all the Committee’s reports within two months;

! when the report is debated in the House, further ministerial comment is made and the 
opposition parties also have an opportunity to state their positions on the issues;

! sometimes Bills are amended on the basis of committee recommendations.

Public policy areas which are, or ought to be, informed
by scientific research: e.g. contingency planning for
pandemic influenza, negotiation of international
treaties, the health effects of air travel and the public 
policy implications of allergic diseases. 

Technological challenges and opportunities, existing
and future, which government faces or ought to face:
e.g. improving water management, resistance to antibi-
otics, management of radioactive waste, human
genetic databases, and personal internet security.

Public policy towards science itself, e.g. as it affects
Regional Development Agencies, Research Councils,
schools and universities, public sector research estab-
lishments and science teaching in schools. 



. . .Some examples

! The Government announced in December 2004 that it was to regulate practitioners of herbal 
medicine and acupuncture, implementing the Committee’s main recommendation in its 2000 report
Complementary and Alternative Medicine.

! The Government established an inter-departmental Aviation Health Working Group to pursue the
wide-ranging agenda set out by the Committee’s 2000 report Air Travel and Health, spurred on by
greater public awareness of health issues—in particular deep vein thrombosis—in the light of the
report’s conclusions.

! A 1998 report, Resistance to Antibiotics and Other Antimicrobial Agents, warning about the 
misuse of antibiotics generated considerable publicity, within the NHS and more widely led to a drop in
the prescribing of antibiotics by GPs in England following the report.

! Although the Government did not accept the main recommendation of the Committee’s report
Cannabis: The Scientific and Medical Evidence, i.e. that cannabis should be legalised for medical use,
the report raised the profile of a difficult issue and gave encouragement to research, which is now well
under way.

! The Committee’s 2005 report Energy Efficiency called for the appointment of an energy minister to
be responsible for energy issues. In May 2005, the post of Energy Minister was created in the
Department for Trade and Industry. The report also called for wider use of ‘smart meters’ to allow
home owners to keep an eye on real-time energy use. In May 2007, the Government’s Energy White
Paper proposed that every home should be fitt ed with a ‘smart meter’.

! A 2006 report, Water Management,
stressed the need to implement extended
water metering and looked at the Australian
model where persistent water bill non-pay-
ers can have their water supply limited. The
Government is now committed to a public
consultation on compulsory water metering
in areas of serious water stress in the UK.

! The Committee’s report Pandemic
Influenza in 2005 highlighted the lack of a
coherent plan to maintain transport and
food distribution networks in the event of a
pandemic. Following the report, the
Government has taken steps to prepare con-
tingency plans for public transport and
other key services in the event of a sustained
flu outbreak and appointed a National
Director of Pandemic Influenza
Preparedness. 



To subscribe contact:
020 7219 2940
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www.parliament.uk/hlscience for details of:
• reports and inquiries (past and present)
• written evidence and transcripts of oral evidence
• press notices
• membership
• future meetings.
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Contact the Science and Technology Committee sThe weekly
bulletin:

Lists:

• inquiries
• meetings
• reports
• contacts.
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Layout for a committee sitting
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1 Chairman
2 Members
3 Clerk
4 Specialist adviser
5 Transcribers
6 Witnesses
7 Public seating

Committee meetings are open
to the public. Forthcoming
meetings are listed in the
weekly bulletin (see below).
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