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Role of the Committee

The Scienceand Technology SelectCommittee is one of the four permanent investigative committees
in the Houseof Lords: the others are the selectcommittees on the constitution, economic affairs and
the EuropeanUnion. It fulfils one of the major roles of the Houseof Lordsasa forum of independent
expetrtise and draws on the wide experienceof the Membersof the House.

Remit and functions

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

Its main function isto examinematterswithin thiswide field with which Parliament ought to be
concerned,and to report to the Houseof Lordswith recommendationsfor government action.
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Membership

The Committee hasaround 14 Members,appointed by the Houseat the start of each sessionof
Parliament (parliamentary sessionsiormally begin in the autumn and last for about a year). Members
are nominated by their political parties and by the Crossbenders. The number of seatsfor eachgroup
is negotiated; the Crossbenbershave always beenwell represented. The Chairmanis appointed by the
House.In order to provide continuity, Membersare eligible for re-appointment, and can sit on the
Committee for a maximum of four yearsin succession.

The Committee hasalways included distinguishedscientists—suf asNobel Prizewinners, former
presidentsand fellows of the Royal Society the Royal Academy of Engineeringand the medical and
veterinary royal colleges—aswell aslawyers,economists,politicians and Memberswith other relevant
expertise and interests.

The Committee haspower to add to its own membershipthrough co-option. Thishasbeen used
sparindy, for instance when a distinguished scientisthasjoined the Houseand there is no immediate
vacancy



Organisation

The Committee carries out much of its work through two sub-committeeswhich it
appoints to carry out investigations and report on their findings. The SelectCommittee a
then approves and publishesthe reports.

The Science and Technology Select Committee The sub-committees

Functions: Functions:
to choosetopicsto investigate; . to carry out investigations;
to appoint sub-committeesto carry out . to generate reports.
investigations;
to approve and publish the sub-committees’ reports;
to conduct shorter follow-up inquiries.

Members:

 Members are drawn from the
SelectCommittee or co-opted

Members: from the House;one is appointed

14 Members sit on the Committee, one of whom Chaiman. They are supported by
actsas Chairman.They are supported by a clerk and aclerk, a secretaty and a specialig
a secretary. A full-time sciencespecialid assiss the adviserwith expertise in the
SelectCommittee and its sub-committees. subject under investigation.

How it operates

The Committee works through formal inquiries. The SelectCommittee decideson the topicsto be
investigated and appoints a sub-committee to camy out the inquiry. A sub-committee is composed of
interesed Membersof the SelectCommittee, plus co-opted Membersof the Housechosenfor their
expetrtise or interest in the specificsubjectareaof the inquiry. A sub-committee chairmanis appointed
by the SelectCommittee. Theinquiry then progressesasfollows:

+  aspecialistadviseris recruited (an external expett);

+ background briefings or seminais are held for the Committee;

+ written submissionsare invited (‘Callfor Evidence’);

. public meetings are held to hearoral evidence;

+ the Committee may visit relevant placesand organisations;

. the sub-committee drafts a report;

+ thereport is submitted to the SelectCommittee;

+ thereport is published;

the sub-committee is then dissoled, and the process
beginsagain with a new topic.

The Committee publishestwo or three subgantial reports per sessionas
well asnumerousshorter follow-up reports. Major reports contain
recommendationsto the Government and others and receiwe formal
government responsesMost are then debated in the Houseitself.
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Nature and subject of inquiries
The Committee’sbroad remit covers:

! Publicpolicy areaswhich are, or ought to be, informed
by scientificreseach: e.g. contingency planning for
pandemicinfluenza, negotiation of international
treaties, the health effects of air travel and the public
policy implications of allergic diseases.
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! Technological challengesand opportunities, existing
Report with Evidence

and future, which government facesor ought to face:
e.g. improving water management,resid¢anceto antibi-

E
otics, managementof radioactivewage, human i "'g ’
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genetic databasesand personalinternet security.

! Publicpolicy towards scienceitself, e.g. asit affects
Regional Development Agencies,Reseach Councils,
schoolsand universities,public sector reseach esab-
lishmentsand scienceteaching in schools.

The Committee seeksto balancelife sciencesand physicalsciencesacrossits programme; it doesnot
undertake inquiriesbasedpurely on socialscienceor economics.

Short topical inquiries and follow-up work

The Committee sometimesundertakes shorter inquiries, often following up previouswork—e.g. the
Committee haspublished a seriesof short reports on radioactive wase management,following up the
progressthat hasbeen made sinceits 1999 report Management of Nuclear Waste. The continuity in
the Committee’s membershiphelpsensuie that issuesand recommendationsare followed up in this
way.

The Committee’s influence...

Committee recommendationsare largely directed at the Government, though they may also have
implications for industry, the professionsand others. The Committee influencesthe Government, and
others,in several ways:

! aninquiry itself stimulates debate in the community concemed, and in the media;

! during the preparation of oral and written evidence,the Govemment is forced to examine and
defend its policy and sometimesreformulate it;

! the Government hasto respondin writing to all the Committee’sreports within two months;

| when the report is debated in the House,further ministerial comment is made and the
opposition parties alsohave an opportunity to state their positionson the issues;

| sometimesBillsare amendedon the basisof committee recommendations.



...Some examples

. The Government announcedin December2004 that it wasto regulate practitioners of herbal
medicine and acupuncture, implementing the Committee’smain recommendationin its 2000 report

Complementary and Alternative Medicine.

. The Government egablishedan inter-departmental Aviation Health Working Group to pursuethe
wide-ranging agenda set out by the Committee’s2000 report Air Travel and Health, spurred on by
greater public awarenessof health issues—inparticular deep vein thrombosis—inthe light of the

report’s conclusions.

 A1998 report, Resistance to Antibiotics and Other Antimicrobial Agents, warning about the
misuseof antibiotics generated considemble publicity, within the NHSand more widely led to adrop in
the prescribingof antibiotics by GPsn Englandfollowing the report.

. Although the Government did not acceptthe main recommendation of the Committee’sreport
Cannabis: The Scientific and Medical Evidence, i.e. that cannabisshould be legalisedfor medical use,
the report raisedthe profile of a difficult issueand gave encouragementto reseach, which is now well

under way.

. The Committee’s 2005 report Energy Efficiency calledfor the appointment of an energy minister to
be responsiblefor energyissuesin May 2005, the post of EnergyMiniser was created in the
Department for Trade and Industry. Thereport alsocalledfor wider useof ‘smart meters’to allow
home ownersto keep an eye on real-time energy use.In May 2007, the Government’s EnergyWhite
Paper proposedthat every home should be fitt ed with a ‘smart meter’.

. A 2006 report, Water Management,
stressedthe needto implement extended
water metering and looked at the Audralian
model where persident water bill non-pay-
erscan have their water supplylimited. The
Government is now committed to a public
consultation on compulsory water metering
in areasof seriouswater stressin the UK.

. The Committee’sreport Pandemic
Influenza in 2005 highlighted the lack of a
coherent plan to maintain transport and
food distribution networksin the event of a
pandemic. Following the report, the
Government hastaken stepsto prepare con-
tingency plansfor public transport and
other key servicesin the event of a sudained
flu outbreak and appointed a National
Director of Pandemiclnfluenza
Prepaedness.

- e S . 3 |

1 for heavy fnes iy MOTE enclisese™

e Water and warn bosses |
qoginst Thames W al::.r ar

A third of our F/ Y
water 18 wast |

in leaks every
single day
e Rl prepar
NHS overhanl ifidermines
flu precautions, Lords told '

—_

/ |
rted, say peers

ations hﬂﬁﬁ

e
e

Peers call for compulsory water meters jn

Renort blasts

d“UUng:-hit areas

B




Layout for a committee sitting
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Contact the Science and Technology Committee

I The Science and Technology Committee
House of Lords
London SW1A OPW

020 7219 6075/5750
hiscience@parliament.uk

www.parliament.uk/hlscience for details of:

reports and inquiries (pastand present)

written evidenceand transcripts of oral evidence
pressnotices

membership

future meetings.

1 Chairman

2 Members

3 Clerk

4 Speciali adviser
5 Transcribers

6 Witnesses

7 Publicseating

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

The weekly
bulletin:

Lists:

* inquiries

* meetings
* reports

* contacts.

To subscribecontact:
© 020 7219 2940
@ hisupport@parliament.uk.




