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MINUTES OF THE 14th MEETING OF STFC COUNCIL HELD BY VIDEOCONFERENCE 

23rd July 2020  
 

Attendees  

Council 
Members: 

Mark Thomson (chair) (MAT) 
Richard Kenway (Co-chair) (RK) 
Maggie Aderin-Pocock (MAP) 
Isabelle Baraffe (IB) 
Dick Elsy (DE) 
Ben Olivier (BO) 
Hiranya Peiris (HP)  
Sheila Rowan (SR) 
David Rugg (DR) 
Tony Ryan (TR) 
Frances Saunders (FS)  
Mike Dunne (MD)  
Anupam Ojha (AO) 
 
Maya Riddle (MR) Private Secretary  
Janice Masone (JM) Minutes Secretary 

  

Apologies: None noted  

In Attendance: Ruth Elliot (RE) – UKRI Finance Director - from Item 4 

Jane Lawrence (JL) Chair of Science Board  

Tara Shears (TS) – Deputy Chair of Science Board 

Invited Guests: Ruth Elliot (RE) – UKRI Finance Director  

Jayne Lawrence (JL) – Departing Chair of Science Board 

Tara Shears (TS) – New Chair of Science Board 

Peter Noble (PN) – COO - Item 4 

Mark Affonso (MA) – STFC Finance Director - Item 4 

Andrew Harrison (AH) – Director of Diamond – Item 5 

Neil Geddes (NG) –National Labs Director – Item 5 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Chair, Mark Thomson 

  

1.   Welcome and opening comments 

 1.1 MAT welcomed everyone to the fourteenth meeting of STFC Council, which was 
held entirely by videoconference in order to comply with government guidance 
regarding travel and social contact during the COVID-19 Global Pandemic.   

   

 1.2 No apologies were recorded for this meeting.  

   

 1.3 i. MAT reminded Council members that they are required to keep the Secretary 
informed of any changes to their personal register of interests as they arise.  
  

ii. No conflicts were recorded for this meeting.  

   

2. Minutes, Matters Arising and Actions from 28th MAY 2020  

 2.1 Council approved the minutes from 28th May  2020  

   

 2.2 The actions from previous meetings were reviewed and were either complete or in 
progress  

   

 2.3 Matters Arising 
Since the last Council meeting, James Hetherington has resigned from his UKRI 
position (Director, Digital Infrastructure) and Council was pleased to note he has 
taken up a prestigious new position on the Joint Biosecurity Committee.  UKRI will 
be putting in interim measures to keep this work moving forward. Council members 
wished him all the best for the future. 

   

Chair, Richard Kenway 

3. Executive Chair Update   

 3.1 Richard Kenway (RK) invited Mark Thomson (MAT) to give an update on events 
and issues at STFC since the last meeting in May 2020. 
 

  Corporate Update  

 3.2 UKRI Senior Team 
i. MAT gave an update on the new appointments to the UKRI senior team. 

Professor Dame Ottoline Leyser has been in post for nearly a month and 
Professor Sir Mark Walport will undertake a part time role until early in 2021 
to work on the pandemic response. At the end of June Siobhan Peters took 
up post as UKRI Chief Financial Officer and Mike Blackburn took on a new 
role, Chief Operating Officer.  This role will provide strong leadership across 
a number of operational functions in the organisation. 
 

STFC Executive Team  
ii. Council members welcomed the news that following an extensive round of 

interviews held in early July a successful candidate had recently accepted the 
job of Executive Director, National Laboratories Large Scale Facilities and will 
start in September. 
 

iii. Council members learned that Peter Noble will be leaving STFC in October to 
take up a new role with Newcastle University. Peter has been instrumental in 
strengthening STFC’s internal governance and leading on the Recruitment 
and Retention Deep Dive and Implementation plan. Council members agreed 
he will be missed and wished him well in his new role.  
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iv. STFC’s HR business partner is working with UKRI to begin the recruitment 
process to ensure that this business critical role is filled as soon as possible. 
MAT would like a Council member to serve on the panel.  
 

Black Lives Matter 
v. All UKRI Executive chairs signed a joint statement in support of the aims of 

the Black Lives Matter movement.  UKRI corporately and STFC are working 
up action plans to actively stamp out racism and be more inclusive.  MAT is 
planning to hold an informal meeting with members of STFC’s BAME 
Network to listen to their reflections and concerns, which will inform STFC’s 
action plan.  Council offered its full support to this important initiative.  
 

Environmental Sustainability Action Plan 
vi. By the end of 2020, STFC will publish an Environmental Sustainability Action 

Plan. We are now producing a Green Paper, which will be launched for 
consultation in July 2020. The paper will set out environmental sustainability 
themes that reflect STFC’s strategic goals, provide a list potential initiatives 
and interventions and detail the process for delivering an action plan that is 
supported by our staff, our stakeholders and UKRI.  
   

UK Government R&D Roadmap 
vii. UKRI is currently working on a response to this government initiative, which 

signposts ambitions for a significant uplift in government R&D spend. Many of 
the themes map well onto STFC’s goals and present real opportunities for 
major projects such as Skills Factory, campus development and international 
collaborations. 
 

Spending Review 
viii. The Spending Review period is expected to run for four years. Deadlines for 

submissions will be challenging.  
 

ix. UKRI themes are: 

• Uplift to council core budgets (research and innovation), reversing a 
decade of real term cuts and capitalising on high quality but not yet 
funded proposals 

• Increasing cross-council collaborations 

• Specific themes, such as Net Zero, and inequalities (health, place, 
social) 

• Priorities that span all areas of focus, such as around people and 
culture, and data and digital 
 

x. Council members discussed the process for distributing the settlement once 
UKRI receives its allocation and MAT explained it will be based on the case 
put forward from each Council.   
 

xi. STFC is working toward identifying its priorities for UKRI’s submission and 
has high quality material at the ready. Council advised convening a meeting 
of the CSR Council Sub-Group as soon as possible to discuss in more detail. 
MR will talk to the Strategy Directorate (SPC) to arrange this. 
 

National Space Strategy 
xii. The government’s vision for the UK to be recognised as a science 

superpower in space has seen an increased level activity in this sector. MAT 
outlined some of the activities undertaken by STFC in support of this vision.  
 

xiii. STFC has taken a leading role by producing a comprehensive briefing 
document covering STFC’s Space capability and cross UKRI links for the 
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UKRI CEO who will sit on the new National Space Council. Alongside this, 
STFC is leading a Deep Dive of UKRI’s Space activities to feed into the 
development of the National Space Strategy and separately an internal STFC 
group has been established to agree STFC’s space priorities.  
 

xiv. Council engaged in an interesting discussion around STFC’s engagement 
with this emerging priority and the opportunities that it could bring. MAT 
extended sincere thanks to Council member Anu Ojha for championing STFC 
in its endeavours to be recognised as a leading player in this increasingly 
important field.  
 

xv. The role of devolved governments in the development of the UK Space 
Strategy in relation to activities at the UK ATC and Scottish universities was 
discussed.  Sheila Rowan (SR) will ask about Scottish government policy and 
participation in this area and report back 
 

Infrastructure Advisory Committee (IAC)-STFC submission 
xvi. MAT reminded Council members of the internal process STFC had 

undergone, with input informed by advisory committees, Science Board and 
Council to agree a set of full proposals and preparatory activities. The IAC 
will review in November and provide advice to UKRI Executive Committee 
and UKRI Board who will ultimately make funding decisions.  
 

xvii. Council members reviewed the final list of full proposals and preparatory 
activities put forward by STFC and agreed it was a strong list both 
strategically and scientifically. 

   

 3.3 COVID-19- Recovery Plans  

  i. Council members noted the steps undertaken by STFC to move the 
organisation to Alert Level 3. MAT reminded Council that these alert levels 
were designed by STFC for its own use and are different from those 
employed by Government.  These steps included pilot projects were 
undertaken at National Labs to learn from and inform the necessary 
measures and protocols that need to be in place to ensure the safety of on-
site staff at Level 3. 
 

ii. A rigorous Health and Safety assessment has indicated that STFC can 
operate at its own sites with appropriate social distancing and safety 
measures at 50% occupancy. The current plan is to continue to take a 
phased approach with review points at 30% and 40%.occupancy rates.   
 

iii. Council members agreed the work done so far was impressive and asked 
MAT whether he was confident that plans were flexible enough to adapt with 
swiftly changing government advice. MAT confirmed that STFC is confident 
the systems in place are agile and flexible enough to adapt to and cope with 
any sporadic and localised lock downs or changes in alert levels. 

   

  Live Issues  

 3.4 ESS 
i. A Gateway-like review will take place in August with the purpose of providing 

BEIS with assurance on ESS management.  
 

ii. The “In-Kind” agreement has been signed by the UK and awaits ESS 
Approval but the UK has not yet committed to “Initial Operations Budget” put 
forward for agreement at June ESS Council. A lot of work has gone into 
minimising the cost to the UK; ultimately, this will be escalated to a decision 
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at ministerial level.  
 

Hartree (National Centre for Artificial Intelligence Solutions NCAIS)  
iii. Following the successful outcome of the Gateway 2 Review, the NCAIS 

Outline Business Case was positively received at BEIS PIC in June. The next 
step is the full business case 
 

iv. MAT reported that an agreement was signed with IBM to cover bridging 
period. This is included in STFC’s budget having previously been an 
“unfunded pressure” 
 

DiRAC 
v. STFC continues to flag this as an “oven ready” option for UKRI/BEIS/Govt 

capital spend in FY20/21. This shortfall could be addressed through the 
Infrastructure Fund (as part of e-Infrastructure), it will be one of STFC’s 
highest priorities. 
 

Diamond II Upgrade 
vi. Noting that Andrew Harrison, CEO of the Diamond Light Source would be 

giving a presentation to Council on this subject later in the meeting, MAT set 
out STFC’s preferred governance options for the business case and the 
provision of computing. 
 

vii. Council discussed the provision of computing at length and converged on the 
view that Diamond, in common with many major scientific projects had need 
of computing expertise and infrastructure.  This presented a significant 
opportunity to provide the UK scientific community with this expertise, 
infrastructure and STFC was ideally placed to lead on the development of 
this initiative for UKRI.  It was noted that the Technology and Accelerator 
Advisory Board (TAAB) shared this view  
 

viii. In terms of governance for the business case, Council supported EB’s view 
that as STFC is ultimately responsible it would be reasonable to expect STFC 
to lead on this activity.  

   

Chair: Mark Thomson 

4. Finance and Governance Update  

 4.1 Council members welcomed Peter Noble (PN) and Mark Affonso (MA) to the 
meeting for this agenda item.  

   

 4.2 Financial Update.  

Council noted the Financial update given at the most recent meeting of the Finance 

and Governance Committee (FGC). MA highlighted that UKRI is close to finalising 

Council budgets and STFC’s Finance team is working with UKRI to validate and 

confirm as soon as possible. The main changes to the provisional budget including 

additional funding required for rolling grants and PhDs in response to COVID-19. 

   

 4.3 Deep Dive Action Plan Update 
Despite the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the organisation each of the work 
streams delivering the Deep Dive Action Plan achieved a number of the ‘quick 
wins’ in the 6 months since the Working Group was established.  There is also 
evidence that some of the changes introduced because of the pandemic have had 
a positive impact on STFC’s organisational culture.  Council agreed with the FGC’s 
advice to leverage the post-lockdown job market to retain and develop UK talent for 
the future.  
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 4.4 Risk Update 
i. Council welcomed the creation of the Estates Services Risk and Assurance 

Group (ESRAG) and  supported the group’s mission to continue to review 
risks, share best practice and work towards improved maturity in describing 
risks to support the Estates Strategy 
 

ii. Council was pleased to note the progress toward resolving long standing 
risks around the provision of complex procurement and the development of 
robust business continuity processes, noting that the latter had certainly 
been put the to the test during the COVID-19 pandemic.  The news that 
UKRI has agreed to provide 4-5 posts dedicated to supporting STFC’s 
business and commercial activities was particularly welcome as Council 
agreed this had been a growing concern.  
 

iii. Two new additions to STFC’s Corporate Risk Register (CRR) were 
highlighted to Council. These were (i) Major Projects- slippage to 
construction plans caused by the COVID-19 Lockdown and (ii) Inconsistent 
Health and Safety Arrangements across STFC sites. The latter had become 
an issue recently on the Harwell site as the result of different interpretations 
of the guidance regarding facemasks. Council was pleased to hear this was 
now largely resolved.  

  

5. Diamond Strategy & plans 

 5.1 Council Members welcomed Andrew Harrison (AH) and Neil Geddes ( NG) to the 
meeting for this discussion. 

   

 5.2  Andrew Harrison (AH) gave a comprehensive presentation on how the Diamond 
Light Source has developed over the last 10 years and the reasons behind the 
development of the Diamond II upgrade and what could be achieved with it. Using 
the recent Covid-19 pandemic as an example AH highlighted how Diamond could 
have done even more if the upgrade had already been in place. 

   

 5.3 AH’s presentation explained that for Diamond to maintain its place as a world-class 
facility in line with the development of other 4th generation beamlines across the 
world, this major upgrade is vital. Not securing the upgrade would have a negative 
impact on the UK, which will quickly fall behind and some of the work would go to 
other international facilities such as ESRF. AH emphasised that the Diamond 
upgrade is not in competition with these facilities; rather it would complement them 
and secure the UK’s world-class position in this field. Council members also 
understood that the upgrade will make Diamond a more attractive and viable 
choice for industry in the future. 

   

 5.4 Council asked about the role of the The Wellcome Trust (14% shareholder) in the 

proposed upgrade. AH confirmed that The Wellcome Trust has agreed the scope 

with Diamond and confirmed that the Diamond II programme will be considered as 

a normal grant application to be submitted by the end of August 2020, with a 

decision expected in February 2021. Alongside this, Diamond is preparing a 

submission to the Infrastructure Advisory Committee in November 2020.  

   

 5.5 Recognising that extra resources would be required to run the additional beamlines 
proposed, Council members questioned whether the upgrade would result in 
increased operating expenditure, AH confirmed that there would be a modest 
increase as more staff would be required to run the additional beamlines.  
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 5.6 Council members asked AH what the key risks associated with this major project 
are and what plans were in place to manage them.  AH outlined the risks as 
follows: 

• Delivering to time and managing user expectations 

• Ensuring appropriate PMO, scientific and technical expertise is in place at 
the right time  

• Succession planning and mentoring with existing workforce  

• Appropriate data provision to meet requirements 

   

 5.7 Council members explored AH’s views on data provision and whether stand-alone 
capacity or integration into a national data centre was preferred.  AH explained that 
as transfer of data occurs in real time it would be a challenge to manage remotely, 
however Diamond is fully committed to developing capability with STFC. However, 
lack of direct control does introduce uncertainty as to whether Diamond’s 
requirements could be met.  

   

 5.8 Council engaged in a brief discussion of AH’s presentation after he left the 
meeting. He had presented a compelling vision for the Diamond II upgrade, and it 
was identified as a top scientific priority by both TAAB and FSAG. Referring back to 
the points covered in MAT update, Council reiterated its position that STFC should 
lead on the business case, and the best solution was a shared one for data 
provision.  Some members had concern sthat increased operational expenditure 
could be challenging for STFC in the longer term.  

   

 5.9 Council members request a follow up discussion on Diamond in the autumn that 
would focus on the strategic view from STFC.  
 

   

6. Science Board Update 

 6.1 Council members welcomed Tara Shears (TS) Deputy Chair of Science Board and 
Jayne Lawrence (JL), Chair of Science Board to give an update of the most recent 
meeting 

   

 6.2 TS and JL gave a joint presentation on Science Board’s plans to improve horizon-
scanning processes. They explained that this plan arose in answer to the 
challenges raised by the increasingly frequent need for STFC to respond at very 
short notice to new funding initiatives and the increasingly frequent occasions that 
Science Board receives “unknown” projects. 

   

 6.3 Horizon scanning activities will be community led through engagement with 
advisory panels. Ideally information will be refreshed annually and will cover an 
ambitious short/medium and longer term look across all STFC Programme funded 
communities including core, non-core and non- STFC funded activities.  This will 
enable Science Board to provide the best advice to STFC in a rapidly changing 
landscape. 

   

 6.4 Council supported this activity and suggested that TS work closely with the Science 
Board secretariat to implement any new processes.  

   

 6.5 TS and JL gave a report from the most recent Science Board meeting held at the 
end of June. At the meeting, final modifications to the Balance of Programmes 
2020 report were discussed and Science Board also received a short informal 
update on progress for the Light Sources Strategy.  MAT gave an update on the 
outcome of STFC’s infrastructure prioritisation process.  An extraordinary meeting 
will be held at the end of July to consider the outcomes of the Nuclear Physics 
Grants Panel and revisit the proposal of ACPA@ELI. 
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 6.6 JL and TS provided an update on the 2020/2021 membership round, Science 

Board is looking to recruit members from the following scientific areas; 
accelerators, biology, soft materials, x-ray and neutron scattering, laser-plasma 
interactions, artificial intelligence and high performance/throughput computing.   

   

 6.7 JL is stepping down from the role of Science Board Chair 31st July and has served 
on Science Board for a total of 6 years.  TS as the current Deputy Chair will take up 
the position of Chair.  Interviews for Deputy Chair were held in mid-July and the 
successful candidate will be announced shortly. JL remarked that she has enjoyed 
her time on Science Board and thanked Council members for making her welcome 
at the meetings. In return MAT led Council members in thanking JL for her 
contribution to Council and Science Board.  

   

7. Any other business   

 7.1 In relation to earlier discussions about data/computing provision RK highlighted 
recent conversations he’d had with with STFC’s Chief Data Scientist, Professor  
Tony Hey about his report into Artificial Intelligence for Science. Council members 
were interested to note Professor Hey’s proposal to hold a town meeting/workshop 
across UKRI to draw together those who might build the science case.  It was 
agreed to invite Tony Hey to a future Council meeting to discuss this in more detail 
 

   

8. Closing Remarks 
MAT thanked members and guests for their contribution. The next meeting will take place 
across two days and include a joint session with the Executive Board on 5-6 October 2020.  
 

 

 

 


