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MINUTES OF THE 15th MEETING OF STFC COUNCIL HELD BY VIDEOCONFERENCE 

5th October 2020  
 

Attendees  

Council 
Members: 

Mark Thomson (chair) (MAT) 
Richard Kenway (Co-chair) (RK) 
Isabelle Baraffe (IB) 
Mike Dunne (MD) (from Item 4)  
Dick Elsy (DE) 
Ben Olivier (BO) 
Hiranya Peiris (HP)  
Sheila Rowan (SR) 
David Rugg (DR) 
Tony Ryan (TR) 
Frances Saunders (FS)  
Anupam Ojha (AO) 
 
Maya Riddle (MR), Private Secretary  
Janice Masone (JM), Minutes Secretary 

  

Apologies: Maggie Aderin-Pocock (MAP) 
Ruth Elliot (RE) 

In Attendance: Siobhan Peters (SP), UKRI CFO & observer 

Tara Shears (TS), Chair of Science Board 

Invited Guests: Joanna Hart (JH), National Labs associate director – Item 4 

Grahame Blair (GB), Programmes Director – Item 5 

Justin O’Byrne (JO’B) – Item 5 & 6  

Neil Geddes (NG) National Labs Director – Item 4 & 6 

June McCombie (JM) Chair of APPE – Item 7 

Jenni Chambers – (JC) Interim Head of Public Engagement & Skills & 
Observer  – Item 7 

Peter Noble (PN) COO – Item 8 

Mark Alfonso (MA) STFC Finance Director – Item 8 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Chair, Mark Thomson 

  

1.   Welcome and opening comments 

 1.1 MAT welcomed everyone to the fifteenth 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 i. Apologies were received from Maggie Aderin-Pocock (MAP) and Ruth Elliot 
(RE).  Mike Dunne’s (MD) apologies were noted for the morning only. 
 

ii. Council welcomed Siobhan Peters (SP) UKRI CFO who attended as an 
observer and Tara Shears who attended for the first time as the Chair of 
Science Board.  

   

 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. Anu Ojha declared a conflict of interest for Space Policy 
 

iii. Tara Shears declared a departmental conflict for ACPA-ELI 

   

2. Minutes, Matters Arising and Actions from 23rd July 2020 

 2.1 Council approved the minutes from 23rd July  2020  

   

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

   

 2.3 Council considered the action to invite Professor Tony Hey to a future meeting and 
felt that if he was available it would be useful for him to come in November as a 
follow on from the current agenda item on e-Infrastructure.  

   

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 July 2020. 

   

 3.2 Corporate Update  

  MAT’s corporate update focused on appointments and recruitment for STFC’s 
Executive Team and the successful outcome of STFC’s bid to secure control for 
complex/specialist procurement which was critical to the success of many major 
activities for STFC.  Specific points are detailed below:  
 

i. STFC Executive Team: Council members welcomed the news that following 
an extensive round of recruitment Alan Partridge was now in post as the new 
Executive Director, National Laboratories, Large Facilities.  Alan brings a 
wealth of experience and will play a key role in shaping the strategic direction 
of the national laboratories under STFC.  
 

ii. Recruitment of a new STFC COO is underway with interviews scheduled for 
23rd November and there has been a strong response to the job advert.  Anu 
Ojha (AO) and Frances Saunders (FS) have kindly agreed to serve on the 
panel. In answer to questions from Council members, MAT confirmed that the 
COO’s responsibilities are being covered in the interim by members of the 
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Executive team and senior staff in Corporate Services. 
 

iii. Complex Procurement: STFC has faced continued challenges in the area of 
specialist/complex procurement which does not easily fit with standard UK 
SBS procurement processes. STFC has successfully worked with UKRI and 
UK SBS to resolve this issue and is establishing a team of 19 staff to provide 
complex/specialist procurement. Council members advised ensuring a firm 
boundary between the work of the STFC team and UK SBS, particularly 
when newly operational.   

   

 3.3 Strategic Issues  

  MAT outlined the key strategic issues on which STFC’s senior management were 
currently working. Discussion focussed on:  
 

i. Spending Review: At the time of this meeting, a four-year spending review 
period was still expected.  Council members asked whether STFC was able 
to quickly distribute a significant uplift to its budgets, MAT assured Council 
members STFC was prepared for this eventuality. 
 

ii. UK Large Scale Facilities:  In response to interest from government STFC 
has recently provided briefing to BEIS on the long-term vision for upgrades 
and new large-scale national facilities for the UK. STFC has used this 
opportunity to make a strong case for a strategic programme providing stable 
funding over the long term in order to develop and maintain the UK’s world 
class facilities. Council members endorsed this approach, commenting that it 
encompasses the proposals currently with the Infrastructure Advisory 
Committee (IAC) and the FSAG.  
 

iii. National Space Strategy: MAT outlined the activities underpinning the 
development of the National Space Strategy. The strategy will draw together 
civil and defence space activities in the context of the UK Government’s 
vision to be a world leader in Space Exploration. It is hoped there will be 
opportunities for UK Space Science to contribute to this.  
 

iv. UKRI Space Deep Dive: Council members commended this STFC-led work 
and was aware of the significant effort and challenge of arriving at a fair 
balanced view of activities from across all UKRI organisations. Council 
members hoped that this work would lead the way to a better collaborative 
relationship between them going forward. 

   

 3.4 COVID-19 Recovery  

  i. Council received an overview of the controls implemented across all STFC’s 
sites to ensure the safety of those returning to work in the labs or as part of 
the office pilots. STFC’s management is confident these controls are flexible 
enough to enable the sites to continue to operate in the event of a second 
wave of the virus hitting the UK.  STFC is not anticipating returning to Level 4 
unless there is a full national lockdown.  
 

ii. In answer to questions from Council members about the mental wellbeing of 
staff who had returned to work onsite, MAT confirmed that feedback had so 
far been positive with staff reporting any initial nervousness had significantly 
reduced by being on the site and seeing the extensive efforts made to create 
and maintain a safe environment.  
 

iii. Council members questioned whether STFC was considering the use of any 
contact tracing apps.  In the short term, staff are encouraged to download 
and use the NHS app, in the event of a prolonged situation STFC may 
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consider using a lab-based contact tracing system such as currently 
employed at CERN.  
 

iv. MAT highlighted the work of the Digital Infrastructure Team who are doing a 
great job supporting the increased use of Zoom for meetings/webinars and 
assisting staff with technical issues when working at home and on site.  
Council members joined MAT in extending grateful thanks for their hard work 
during these challenging times.  

   

 3.5 Live Issues  

  MAT sought advice and input from members on a range of “live issues” for STFC. 
These included:   
 

i. Diamond II: Diamond Light Source (DLS) is a joint venture between 
UKRI/STFC and The Wellcome Trust and is classified by the ONS has a 
public sector body. For the Diamond II Upgrade, UKRI/STFC will be 
accountable for the public sector funding and it has been confirmed with DLS 
that the STFC Executive Chair is SRO and STFC is responsible for the 
business case. 
 

ii. STFC is converging on the view that it is the delivery agent for cross-facility 
computing infrastructure and DLS is the delivery agent for the storage ring. 
Over the next few weeks, meetings with DLS and Wellcome will take place to 
clarify the arrangements. 
 

iii. Some Council members recalled the original joint venture agreement 
between UKRI/STFC and The Wellcome Trust had been written in the 
expectation that it would be revised at some point in the future. Given the 
scale of the Diamond II investment, Council members strongly advised 
reviewing, and if needed, revising the collaboration agreement to ensure it 
was fit for purpose and reflected the percentage split of the partnership 
between STFC/UKRI and Wellcome.  
 

iv. Hartree Phase 4: Following the positive reception at BEIS PIC for the Outline 
Business Case for the National Centre for Artificial Intelligence Solutions 
(NCAIS), the full business case is being prepared.  Assuming the Hartree 
Phase 4 project starts in April 2021 a further 5-month extension (from 
November-March) of the bridging arrangements will be needed. Council 
advised STFC to ensure IBM clarified the details of what is covered by this 
arrangement. 
 

v. DiRAC:  Council members welcomed the news that BEIS/UKRI have now 
confirmed an additional £20m as part of £300m World Class Laboratory 
funding award. STFC has plans in place to ensure this is spent in the current 
financial year.  For E-Infrastructure, a more detailed update is on the agenda 
for this meeting.  
 

vi. International: MAT gave general updates on the issues surrounding SKA, 
ELT and ESS which were noted by Council members. 

   

Chair: Mark Thomson 

4. Draft Skills Factory Business Case 

 4.1 Council members welcomed Joanna Hart (JH) to the meeting for this discussion. 
Mike Dunne joined the meeting part way through this discussion 
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 4.2 JH reminded Council members of the development of The Skills Factory over the 

last 18 months. Starting as an idea, to a concept paper, to a Viability Case in June 

(first stage in STFC’s new approval process) to a draft outline business case. 

   

 4.3 The Skills Factory Outline Business Case detailed the aims of this flagship project 
as follows: 

• Leverage STFC’s unique, world class facilities to provide on-the-job training 
to 1,500 trainees from school leavers to returners to increase the technically 
trained staff ready to drive SME growth across the UK.  
 

• Recruit 300 trainees annually on a range of 1, 2 and 4 year schemes that 
will become the gold standard for technical training in the UK demonstrated 
through apprenticeship standards and accreditation.  
 

• Increase volume and diversity of those in STEM careers by asking all 
trainees to deliver 10 days of School and Community Engagement a year 
enabling repeated interactions at over 100 targeted schools. 
 

• More than recover the £201m funding requested through £397m of 
quantifiable economic impact and significant indirect benefits by improving 
STEM aspiration in young people and diversity across the UK technical 
workforce.  
 

• Use STFC’s training experience to demonstrate the Skills Factory model so 
that it can be replicated across publicly funded R&D centres funded by 
UKRI.  

   

 4.3 Internal discussion has focused on the impact on the organisation of delivering this 
ambitious scheme alongside its normal work.  STFC’s Executive Board and Lab 
Directors are mindful that existing successful schemes should not be damaged and 
equally delivery of the training must not distract STFC from its core work of 
delivering world class science. To mitigate this risk the business case includes 
delivery of on-the-job training with other organisations based at Harwell, HEIs, and 
international facilities. Detailed discussions are ongoing. 

   

 4.4 Having outlined the key points, benefits  and challenges associated with delivering 
the  Skills Factory, JH sought advice from Council on (i) whether STFC should 
contribute to the cost of the Skills Factory financially or in-kind and at what level,  
and (ii) how to garner widespread support for the schemes across SMEs, UKRI 
and wider government so that a suitable funding route can be found.   
 

i. Council members were of the view that for STFC to show its commitment, the 
organisation should be prepared to contribute around 15%. Highlighting the 
value and importance of in-kind contributions such as mentorship was also 
recommended. Noting this commitment could result in increased costs for 
STFC, Council felt that UKRI could be approached to provide an uplift to the 
STFC budget to cover additional costs. 
 

ii. Council members made several suggestions to assist in building support for 
the scheme including talking to potential employers and networks such as 
LEPs, influential bodies such as the CBI and AIRTO as well as other public 
sector bodies who successfully ran similar schemes such as UKAEA. Given 
the involvement of the UK ATC, talking to the Scottish Government was also 
recommended.  
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iii. Success metrics were also considered with JH confirming that the Skills 
Factory represented a major culture change as it offered permanent roles at 
the end of the training period. Completion rates, jobs filled, and career 
progression were all potential measures for the success of the scheme.  

 4.3 Council members noted that they had last discussed the Skills Factory early in 
2020, it was clear that JH and colleagues had put in a great deal of work to 
address the challenges raised at that time.  Council thanked JH for an excellent 
presentation and discussion and offered its continued support for the Skills Factory 
in the future.   

  

5. ACPA Project ELI- Nuclear Physics 

 5.1 Council Members welcomed Grahame Blair (GB) to the meeting. GB and MAT led 
this discussion at the meeting.  

   

 5.2  ACPA@ELI-NP is a UK proposal to develop and implement a segmented silicon-
detector array at the Extreme-Light Infrastructure - Nuclear Physics (ELI-NP). 
While Science Board deems the project is scientifically and technically excellent, 
there are external issues related to the status of the Romanian pillar of ELI-NP and 
the UK’s future involvement in ELI that need to be taken into consideration. Tara 
Shears (TS) confirmed that Science Board’s deliberations had focused on the 
scientific value of the proposal rather than the broader political context.  

   

 5.3 Council carefully considered all the options contained in the paper and advised that 
STFC should not support the ACPA@ELI-NP project due to the external issues 
highlighted in the paper.  However, if ELI-NP becomes part of the ELI ERIC and 
the UK takes a decision to become a member of the ERIC (most likely in 2023), 
then this will be reconsidered based on the scientific merits and priorities at that 
time. Science Board should be asked to consider alternative priorities for Nuclear 
Physics investment at this time, including whether to fund ACPA for deployment at 
HIɣS. 

   

 5.4 MAT and GB thanked Council for this advice which will be shared with Executive 

Board when they discuss the ACPA@ELI-NP proposal at their meeting on 8th 

October.  

   

6. Digital Research Infrastructure (DRI)  

 6.1  Justin O’Byrne (JOB) and Neil Geddes (NG) joined the meeting for this discussion 
item which explored the relationship between UKRI e-Infrastructure Strategy and 
STFC’s current e-infrastructure strategy activities. 

   

 6.2 UKRI e-infrastructure Strategy- STFC UKRI 20/30 and  
Current STFC e-Infrastructure Strategy activities- STFC (UKRI) 20/31 
 

i. Beginning this section of the meeting with the overview of the work to 
develop the UKRI e-Infrastructure Strategy, MAT informed Council members 
that following James Hetherington’s departure, he had taken steps to keep up 
the momentum of this work by asking  Richard Gunn, EPSRC and Justin 
O’Byrne, STFC to co-chair the cross-council group and lead on the delivery 
of a strategy and providing input to the spending review.  
 

ii. JOB outlined the guiding principles adopted for the development UKRI’s DRI 
Strategy. The strategy will enable base planning on a 10-year horizon and 
will be driven by the requirements of UKRI’s communities. The strategy will 
provide a coherent framework to work with government and private sector 
partners to maximise value, accelerate productivity and enable 
breakthroughs with environmental sustainability as a key driver for the 
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creation of a digital research infrastructure. 
 

iii. The proposed themes underpinning the strategy are around data, data 
security, computing, people and skills, enabling infrastructure, software and 
tools. It is hoped the strategy will enable UKRI to achieve balanced 
investment in each thematic area.  STFC as a Council has a remit ranging 
from computing, data, software and skills and how these integrate with STFC 
facilities and communities. These key themes are also reflected in STFC’s 
submission to the CSR.  
 

iv. Following on from the update on UKRI centred work, Neil Geddes (NG) then 
provided Council with an overview of the current STFC strategy for e-
Infrastructure/Digital Research (eI/DRI) together with a detailed summary of 
recent progress against actions and current activities. Below is a summary of 
the points that most informed Councils’ discussion 
 

v. STFC’s E-infrastructure and Computing Advisory Committees (SeIGO and 
CAP) have advised that a sustained lack of capital investment led to a 
situation where a significant rebalancing of the STFC programme would be 
required to meet critical computing needs. This is against a backdrop of 
increased demand for e-infrastructure for STFC science present and future. 
STFC management support the view of these committees that the situation is 
unsustainable and needs to be addressed in the next CSR period.  
 

vi. SeIGO and CAP have advised on priorities and the required scale of 
investment for the e-Infrastructure strand of the UKRI Research Infrastructure 
roadmap process and the UKRI Infrastructure Advisory Committee (IAC) and  
have informed the STFC inputs to the overall UKRI strategy. 
 

vii. It is critically important that e-infrastructure requirements are fully captured 
and understood. Whilst STFC will look to exploit UKRI programmes in skills 
and AI, there is a default assumption that these requirements will be 
delivered through IRIS. See:  https://www.iris.ac.uk/about-iris/.for more 
information on IRIS 
 

viii. Looking to the future, STFC will continue to encourage and support the 
cross-facility  developments in software and data processes and seek to 
share expertise and best practice to ensure the most efficient and effective 
outcomes across STFC programmes, and where desirable, to assist UKRI in 
making the best investments in this space.  
 

ix. Council members thanked JOB and NG for the comprehensive information 
they had provided on both the UKRI and STFC view.   

   

 6.3 i. Council members recognised that there could be a certain level of political 
will for a cross-UKRI solution to the e-infrastructure challenge. To achieve 
this would require an increased understanding of how each UKRI community 
accesses and uses e-infrastructure and it was important that STFC was fully 
engaged in the process whilst also ensuring the needs of its own 
communities were met.  
 

ii. However, it was acknowledged there was work to be done in order to create 
confidence and trust across these UKRI communities who could effectively 
be competing for the same resources. STFC’s grassroots approach made it 
particularly efficient in driving development and ensuring scientists and other 
facility users had a strong voice in deciding direction and priorities and 
Council was keen to see this protected and maintained going forward. 

https://www.iris.ac.uk/about-iris/.for
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7. Report from Advisory Panel for Public Engagement (APPE) 

 7.1 Council welcomed June McCombie (JM- Chair, APPE) and Jenni Chambers (JC) 
to the meeting 

   

 7.2 JM explained the role of APPE in STFC’s governance structure. APPE acts as a 
critical friend to the Public Engagement (PE) program and work closely with the 
staff who support it.  Working groups of APPE are set up at the request of the 
Panel or the Executive to study specific issues and provide advice. Recent outputs 
include: 

• PEACE Report: https://stfc.ukri.org/files/corporate-publications/pe-attitudes-
culture-ethos/. 

• Pathways to Excellence in Public Engagement: https://stfc.ukri.org/files/stfc-
pathways-to-excellence-report/  

 

• Planning for Impact with Public Engagement and Beyond A guidance 
document for UKRI grant applications: https://stfc.ukri.org/files/corporate-
publications/planning-for-impact-pdf/ 2019. 

 

   

 7.3 JM and JC expressed the appreciation of the committee for the appointment of 
Council member Anu Ojha as APPE’s representative. AO is briefed on the outputs 
of each APPE meeting and is able to advise Council on specific points of concern 
raised by the Panel.  

   

 7.4 JM and JC discussed with Council members the implications of the UKRI decision 
to remove the Pathways to impact statement from grant applications. Council 
members recognised the importance of public engagement to STFC’s mission and 
strongly advised ensuring guidance accompanying grant applicants explicitly 
referenced that this is still a requirement. MAT took an action to raise this at the 
next Executive Board. 
 

   

8. Finance and Governance Update 

 8.1 Peter Noble (PN) and Mark Affonso (MA) attended the meeting to give an update 
from the most recent meeting of the Finance and Governance Committee (FGC).  

   

 8.2 Council members noted the content of the report from the FGC on Risk and 
Assurance and STFC’s COVID-19 Recovery Plans.  

   

 8.3 Adam Vickers (AV) joined the meeting to give Council members a brief 
demonstration of the STFC Ten Year Financial Strategic Planning model. Council 
members were very impressed with this work and felt this represented a major step 
forward in strategic planning for STFC.   

   

9. Any other business 

 9.1 As this would be the last Council meeting that Peter Noble would attend, Council 
members extended sincere thanks to him for his hard work during his time at STFC 
and wished him well for the future. 

   

10. Closing Remarks 
MAT thanked members and guests for their contribution. The next meeting will take place 
on 26th November 2020.  

 

https://stfc.ukri.org/files/corporate-publications/pe-attitudes-culture-ethos/
https://stfc.ukri.org/files/corporate-publications/pe-attitudes-culture-ethos/
https://stfc.ukri.org/files/stfc-pathways-to-excellence-report/
https://stfc.ukri.org/files/stfc-pathways-to-excellence-report/
https://stfc.ukri.org/files/corporate-publications/planning-for-impact-pdf/
https://stfc.ukri.org/files/corporate-publications/planning-for-impact-pdf/

