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AGREED MINUTES OF THE NINETEENTH MEETING OF STFC COUNCIL  

HELD BY VIDEOCONFERENCE 

27th May 2021 

Attendees  

Council 
Members: 

Mark Thomson (chair) (MAT) 
Sheila Rowan(Co-chair)  (SR) 
Maggie Aderin-Pocock (MAP) 
Jon Butterworth (JB) 
Dick Elsy (DE) 
Mike Dunne (MD)  
Patricia Hodgson (PH) 
Anu Ojha (AO) 
Ben Olivier (BO) 
Hiranya Peiris (HP)  
David Rugg (DR) 
Andy Schofield (AJS) 
Pam Thomas (PT) 

  

Apologies:  

In 
Attendance: 

Ruth Elliot (RE), UKRI Finance Director & observer 

Tara Shears (TS), Chair of Science Board  
Maya Riddle (MR), Private Secretary  

Janice Masone (JM), Minutes Secretary 

Invited 
Guests: 

Robert McGreevy (RMG), Director of ISIS – item 4  

Alan Partridge (AP), Exec Director National Labs (Large Scale Facilities) – item 4  

Dave Newbold (DN), Particle Physics Director– item 5 

Neil Geddes (NG), Exec Director National Labs (Science and Technology)– item 5 

Liz Fellman, Exec Director of Strategy, Planning & Comms - item 6 

Graham Blair (GB), Exec Director Programmes – item 6 

Tom Britten (TB), COO – item 7 
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Chair, Mark Thomson 

  

1.   Welcome and opening comments 

 1.1 Mark Thomson (MAT) welcomed everyone to the nineteenth meeting of STFC 
Council, which was held by videoconference to comply with government guidance 
regarding travel and social contact during the COVID-19 Global Pandemic.   

   

 1.2 The following information regarding attendance was noted: 

i. Anu Ojha (AO) gave apologies for the afternoon session 
 

ii. Mike Dunne (MD) gave apologies for the morning session 
 

iii. Pam Howard (PH), Jon Butterworth (JB), Patricia Hodgson (PH) and Andy 
Schofield (AS) were welcomed to their first meeting as Council members 
 

iv. MAT thanked Sheila Rowan (SR) for taking on the role of Senior Independent 
Member 

   

 1.3 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. No 
members raised any additional conflicts with items on the agenda for this meeting.  

   

2. Minutes, Matters Arising and Actions from 28th January 2021  

 2.1 Pending a change requested by Ruth Elliot, Council approved the minutes as an 
accurate record of the meeting held on 18th March 2021.   

   

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

   

Chair: Sheila Rowan 

3. Report from the Executive Chair 

 3.1 Sheila Rowan (SR) invited Mark Thomson (MAT) to give his presentation to Council 
Members.  The main discussion points are noted below. 

   

 3.2 COVID-19 Recovery 
MAT outlined STFC’s current plans to move forward to STFC Operational Alert 
Level 2 with flexibility built in to remain in line with potential changes to government 
guidance. (Secretary’s note: when this meeting took place, restrictions were 
expected to lift or ease on 21st June 2021, this was subsequently delayed until 19th 
July 2021)  
 

i. Council members praised STFC for successfully managing safe operations at 
its sites during the course of the pandemic so far and were supportive of the 
recovery plans outlined in MAT’s presentation. Discussion turned to further 
measures which could be implemented to monitor infection levels on site. 
 

ii. Council flagged testing wastewater for early indications of changes to infection 
rates on site as possible solution and advised STFC to consider consulting 
with local authorities as to the practicalities of this. The possibility of 
introducing regular mandatory testing on STFC sites but given the numbers of 
staff, contractors and visitors  it was acknowledged that the financial and 
operational challenges of implementing and managing this were prohibitive.  
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iii. Council requested more information regarding STFC’s forward planning and 
longer-term defences against Covid up to the autumn of 2021 
 

   

 3.2 Equality, Diversity and Inclusion 
MAT gave an update and overview of a range of Equality, Diversity and Inclusion 
(EDI) activities from across STFC and its networks. 

  

i. Council revisited the discussions from the joint Council-Executive Board 
meeting on Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI). Council advised taking the 
outputs from that meeting and working with advisory groups and STFC 
networks to draft an action plan to be reported back to Council in November 
2021. This will supersede the similar action arising from Council in March.  

 

ii. Council discussed the efficacy of UKRI’s bullying and harassment policies in 
complex dismissal cases and asked for an initial review of these policies by the 
Finance and Governance Committee. Related to this, here is an action related 
to the grievance policy in STFC’s People Plan (which emerged from the Deep 
Dive into Recruitment and Retention) which Council asked the FGC to review. 
Recommendations for STFC should come to a future Council meeting either 
as an item to note or for discussion. 

 

   

 3.3 Finance 
Council received an update on budget setting activities at UKRI and STFC levels 
and learned that STFC has prioritised Core Science and staff in its own planning 
activities. 

   

 3.4 Space Strategy   
Council discussed the role of STFC in UKRI‘s Space Coordination Group and the 
benefits of the more coordinated approach for universities and the UK space 
community as a whole.  
 

i. Council felt that this united approach will provide a stronger voice for input into 
the UK Government’s developing Space Strategy. 
 

ii. Council members advised strengthening relationships with new DG of ESA 
 

iii. Maggie Adarin- Pocock (MAP) was delighted to report that RAL Space’s 
National Satellite Testing Facility (NSTF) is going to feature on the June 
episode of Sky at Night as an example of a thriving UK Space facility. Council 
members looked forward to being able to visit themselves in the near future.  

   

 3.5 Live Issues 
i. Diamond II: Council noted the plan to delay the PIC for this project to the 

autumn in order to facilitate further work on the business case and clarification 
of governance arrangements. Council would welcome the opportunity to 
discuss the initial agreement with Wellcome Trust for Diamond 
 

ii. Square Kilometre Array (SKA) MAT reported on the latest developments for 
SKA. Construction is scheduled to begin shortly although there are still some 
partner countries yet to commit.   
 

iii. Advanced Instrument Testbed-Neutrino Experiment One (AIT-NEO): Council 
will receive an overview of this project later on the agenda of this meeting. A 
more detailed discussion of funding issues will come to Council later in the 
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year.  
 

iv. Funding: MAT flagged the growing pressure on research grants following 
years of flat funding and rising university overheads. . Council welcomed the 
opportunity to explore this further with STFC’s Executive Board at the next joint 
meeting (September 2021) 
 

   

Chair: Mark Thomson  

4. European Spallation Source (ESS) 

 4.1 Council welcomed Alan Partridge (AP) and Robert McGreevy (RMG) for the 
discussion on the European Spallation Source (ESS). 

   

 4.2 Council received an overview of the ESS programme including details of delays, 
cost over-runs and internal challenges relating to governance and management 
that have been present since the outset of this project. Council noted with concern 
that during 2020 the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic led to new financial 
challenges and delivery schedule delays. The UK’s project assurance review 
processes identified these emerging issues early on and there have been ongoing 
talks with ESS management about this and other issues. 

   

 4.3 ESS members, including the UK, are expected to meet the additional costs. The 

exact figure won’t be known until after the outcome of a project re-baselining 

exercise due at the end of 2021.  Council noted the real possibility that the project 

will face further financial problems before delivering any science.  

   

 4.4 The UK is legally obliged to continue with the project until the end of 2026 and 
because of this, there are only two possible options available: Option A: continuing 
to support the project; or Option B: minimising new investment and moving towards 
an exit strategy.   After careful consideration, Council felt that protecting eventual 
scientific capability was the highest priority and advised proceeding with Option A. 
Council strongly recommended introducing a 10% cap on the UK contribution to 
limit exposure.  This view aligns with the advice provided to the Secretary of State 
by UKRI and BEIS. 

   

 4.5 ESS has provided STFC and UKRI with many learning opportunities which have 
already improved major project management processes and governance.  Council 
recommended using this knowledge and experience to work closely with the 
incoming Director-General of ESS in further strengthening governance and 
management processes and improving transparency and communication with 
stakeholders. 

 

5. Advanced Instrument Testbed-Neutrino Experiment One (AIT-NEO): and investment 
in Boulby Lab 

 5.1 Council welcomed Neil Geddes (NG) and Dave Newbold (DN) to the meeting for 
the discussion on Advanced Instrument Testbed-Neutrino Experiment One (AIT-
NEO).  

   

 5.2 Council received an update on the status of AIT-NEO and case for additional STFC 
investment as part of an integrated plan towards future fundamental physics 
experiments at Boulby.  Council discussed the proposed submission of a 
preliminary activity bid to UKRI infrastructure fund in the current round, and 
considered engagement with Science Board to review the case for future dark 
matter experiments in the UK 
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 5.3 Council members were generally supportive of the AIT-NEO project and recognised 

the advantages of having a testbed facility located in the UK.  Council explored the 

growing strategic importance of the Boulby facility to UK science and converged on 

the view that there is tangible value in additional STFC investment in the Boulby 

facility. Council supported the proposed submission to the UKRI infrastructure Fund 

preliminary activity. 

   

 5.4 Council considered the involvement of Science Board in reviewing future dark 
matter research and felt that before undertaking a full review of this complex area, 
Science Board should prepare a preliminary report which outlines the current 
international and UK landscape for dark matter research.  This report will inform 
further discussion of dark matter research at Council. 

   

6.  Science Board Update 

 6.1 Mark Thomson (MAT) invited Tara Shears (TS) to give the update from Science 
Board. Main points arising from Council’s discussion are noted below:  

   

 6.2 Grant Review Report:  Science Board has endorsed and returned the Grant 

Review Report to STFC.  In response to issues highlighted in the report, MAT 

advised that UKRI has taken steps to accommodate STFC’s existing grants system 

though some harmonisation will be necessary. The report is currently with 

Programmes Directorate for their review, timescales for response will be advised 

shortly. Council agreed that a lot would depend on the approach taken to 

implementation.  

   

 6.3 Advisory Panels: Advisory Panels are sometimes reluctant to provide advice on 
science priorities for the communities they represent.  Given past experiences, this 
reluctance was understandable but ultimately damaging to science, it was critical to 
build a culture of trust and transparency between STFC and its advisory bodies.  
Council recommended a review of Terms of Reference and membership of 
advisory panels to ensure they are fit for purpose and understood by panel 
members.  Council further recommended raising the profile of Advisory Panel 
membership in the community.  These recommendations will be taken onboard by 
STFC. 

   

7 Finance and Governance Report 

 7.1 Council welcomed Tom Britten (TB) to the meeting. 

   

 7.2 TB highlighted that discussion at the meeting focused on the FGC’s review of the 

Trusted Research issue. Council members learned that STFC has volunteered to 

be a test case for UKRI and is establishing a process to flag engagements with 

China (among other nations) to better assess internal exposure and assess risk. 

STFC’s main exposure is more around staff interactions rather than funding.  

Council expressed an interest in seeing this process and implementation plan when 

it is ready.  

   

 7.3 Some Council members recommended a more detailed cover paper for the risk 
report which would enable the COO to share their own particular view on key risks 
and mitigating actions. 
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8. Any other business 

 8.1 Maya Riddle gave a brief overview on topics for the next meeting.  The Head of 
UKRI Strategy will give an update on preparations for the next Spending Review 
and Bryony Butland has been invited to give a report on the impact of Covid-19 on 
the wider research system.  

   

9. Closing Remarks 
MAT thanked members and guests for their contribution. The next meeting with take place 
by videoconference on 29th July  2021.   

 

 


