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Minutes of the Council business meeting, held at the Francis Crick Institute on 
9 December 2021  
 

Attendees in person 

MRC Council Management Board MRC Head Office / 
observers 

Fiona Watt Rob Buckle Rachel Benny 

Richard Murley (Chair) Patrick Chinnery Ivan Pavlov 

Eleanor Riley Hugh Dunlop Abbie Twidell left at 14:30 

Kim Graham left at 15:30 Claire Newland  

John Iredale  Jonathan Pearce  

Jill Pell Susan Simon Observers 

Graham Spittle  Richard Evans 

Irene Tracey left at 15:30 Guests Alastair Lamb 

Louise Wood Gavin Mapstone (item 4) Sarah Collinge  

Pauline Williams Ian Viney (item 5) Megan Dowie 

Roger Highfield  Nathan Richardson (item 8) Sarah Trenfield 

Precious Lunga  Karen Salt (UKRI) 

Andy Richards   

  Apologies 

  Munir Pirmohamed 

  Charlotte Watts 

 
 

1. Welcome and Apologies  
The Council business meeting was held as a hybrid meeting at the Francis Crick institute with 
some members and attendees joining via Zoom videoconference. The Chair, Mr Richard 
Murley welcomed everyone to the meeting.  
 
Apologies were received from Munir Pirmohamed, Charlotte Watts. 
  

2. Register of declared interests  
 
Mr Murley asked members to send any updated declarations to the secretariat.  

 
3. Minutes the Council business meeting held on 5 October 2021  

  

The minutes of the Council business meeting held on 5 October 2021 were approved as an 
accurate record of the meeting.  
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3a. Matters Arising: Quarterly Operations Update  
Council noted the Matters Arising paper with the quarterly operations dashboard, which 
contained a top-level view of finance, information on risk, HR and business critical activities.  

 
4. Finance report 

Mr Gavin Mapstone, the MRC interim Finance Director, presented the finance report 
covering updates on financial year 2021/22 budget allocations, extramural commitment 
budget, year-to-date results to 31 October 2021, and provisional allocations for 2022/23.  

Updating members on the outcome of the Spending Review (SR) and on the provisional 
allocations for 2022/23, Mr Mapstone explained that the Department for Business Energy and 
Industrial Strategy’s (BEIS) settlement was divided into ringfences, with UKRI programmes 
mapping onto UK Research Base, Core Innovation and Other Research and Development 
(R&D). Areas that still needed to be resolved included details of the levelling up agenda and 
the UK’s association to Horizon Europe. Members were informed that the UKRI was working 
with BEIS on allocations. BEIS would be expected to provide initial advice to Ministers, 
including on an overall UKRI budget, at the end of January 2022. Allocations by council were 
expected to be announced in Spring 2022. 

The year-to-date results showed that the overall MRC spend was 4.7 per cent (£23.5 million) 
lower than forecast. The main variances were: Core R&D budgets, mainly due to slippage of 
Covid related projects and some planned underspend to help balance the UKRI corporate 
financial position. Official Development Assistance (ODA) grant reprofiles and final payment 
differences; and capital awards being made later than anticipated. However, there were no 
major or urgent budgetary issues. Overall, council’s spending was on track and expected to 
deliver against forecast agreed with UKRI. 

Mr Mapstone noted that for 2022-23 UKRI had asked councils to reduce their operational 
spend (running costs) by two per cent and absorb planned salary increases. Although this 
would not be expected to impact MRC’s current service delivery, there would be no room to 
manoeuvre should pressures arise. 

Council noted the update and thanked Mr Mapstone for the overview. 

 

5. Annual report on monitoring of science operations and outputs  

An annual Report on monitoring of science operations and outputs was presented to Council 
by Dr Ian Viney, MRC’s Director of Strategic Evaluation and Impact. Dr Viney provided an 
overview of the analysis. Members were informed of the 2020/21 award rates, invitations to 
and response rates of peer review, expenditure distribution, research outputs, and trends in 
the research portfolio. Dr Viney highlighted that the MRC’s portfolio is thematically diverse, 
clinically relevant and is of high quality. He noted that the award rates were lower in 2020/21, 
but the total value of awards was higher. This continued a trend of the steady increase of the 
average value of applications and awards observed over the last several years.  

Discussing the gender diversity of applications, Dr Viney noted that female scientists 
continued to apply for grants throughout the year during the pandemic. There was even a 
slight increase in the number of female-led applications. However, it was concerning that fewer 
female-led applications got funded during that period. Dr Viney also noted that it was too early 
to fully understand the longer-term impacts of the pandemic on the gender balance of the 
applicants submitting to the MRC.  

Proposals led by researchers from ethnic minority backgrounds were submitted to the MRC 
in numbers that might be expected by the Higher Education Statistics Agency’s benchmarks, 
except for those from black ethnic backgrounds.  It was highlighted that the absolute number 
of applications led by researchers from black ethnic backgrounds was small and 
disproportionately received through international schemes. There was some evidence that 
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these proposals were also less successful than applications led by white researchers, 
although the small numbers made it difficult to reliably make comparisons.   

Council was informed that there was very little change over the past year in the proportion of 
applications received from different research organisations, although there had been a slight 
narrowing in the gap in the award rate from the most research-intensive and less research-
intensive institutions. The proportion of MRC funding to the Greater South East region had 
increased in the recent years. This was mostly due to investment in the infrastructure, set-up 
phase of new partnership Institutes, expenditure associated with MRC overseas units (through 
the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine), and contributions to the Department of 
Health and Social Care associated with the COVID-19 response. 

Dr Viney highlighted that in the MRC’s portfolio as a whole, there was a gradual increase in 
clinic-based research and public health-relevant work, alongside a slight fall in the proportion 
of work categorised as basic science. 

Council found the data in the report useful and suggested to include in the analysis the 
indicators of what good looks like, for example, in terms of the ethnicity and gender balance, 
as well as a demonstration of how patients benefited from the supported research. Dr Viney 
mentioned plans to demonstrate impact through compiling case studies for publication on the 
new UKRI website. He said that the MRC had access to a rich collection of impactful studies 
reported through REF, and Head Office was working on updating its own database of case 
studies.  

Members expressed their concerns about falling success rates – which could discourage 
some researchers from applying for funding - and the fact that the growth of the MRC budget 
did not keep up with inflation in research costs. It was also noted that there was no good 
process in place for understanding reasons behind unsuccessful proposals. Members 
suggested that if would be helpful to understand whether the reason for lower success rates 
in the underperforming groups lay in the lack of peer support, and what MRC could do more 
to tailor its activities and/or resources such that they could benefit specific groups of 
applicants. 

Dr Karen Salt noted that UKRI teams were thinking how to use the breadth of information 
accumulated by councils, for instance through analysing ‘individual journeys’ of researchers 
and performing more insightful intersectional analyses, instead of relying on the analysis of 
single parameters (such as gender). 

Discussing the geographical distribution of MRC awards, Council noted that further detailed 
data analysis would be required to understand how the MRC could better support the 
Government’s levelling up agenda. Members commented that the unique advantage of the 
UK’s biomedical science having strong research centres close to deprived populations should 
be capitalised on. 

 
6. Science commitment budget – 2022/23 options 

Council was presented with a paper on the 2022/23 commitment budget planning. Members 
were reminded that the commitment budget represents MRC’s ‘business as usual’ funding 
distributed through the regular and repeating response mode funding schemes awarding 
research grants, fellowships and studentships, and includes 10 per cent of the unit and 
institute funding line for in-year projected renewals at level funding. Council was asked to 
discuss and agree on the preferred distribution of the budget between MRC funding streams. 
Options suggested by Head Office were based on a conservative budget scenario of £320m 
new commitments for the MRC in 2022/23. The like-for-like comparator for the current financial 
year was £332m. Thus, the planning assumed a £12m reduction of the next year’s budget, 
though this could change depending on the SR outcome for UKRI councils. 
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Dr Buckle noted that, compared to the current financial year, there were fewer major 
investments to plan within the 2022/23 budget. He also pointed out that all funding streams 
had received a budget increase in the current year, with the largest uplift received by research 
boards and training panels. It was noted that at the start of a new period of investment 
(following the outcome of SR 2021), a degree of strategic agility could be beneficial and would 
allow MRC to keep different investment options open. 

The proposed options included a ‘no change’ scenario, an option with a ring-fenced strategic 
budget, and a proposal to reset support for Global Health research. All options were moderate 
and involved relatively small shifts in the budget, in order to avoid being disruptive to the 
existing funding streams, and aimed to support core funding schemes while retaining sufficient 
flexibility. 

Council asked to clarify to what extent costed extensions due to COVID-related delays might 
present a problem for the new year’s budget. Dr Buckle explained that Head Office would 
need to be mindful of cost implications, which might need to be factored in planning the board 
budgets. When considering extensions, MRC had prioritised human participation studies and 
the use of animal colonies for ethical reasons. 

Council discussed the proposed options and agreed that supporting investment in Global 
Health was a priority, albeit noting that this would come at the expense of other budget lines. 
Members stressed the importance of making sure the investment was made at the level that 
could be sustained to avoid reputational damage in the future. Therefore, members 
recommended the option, which would allow the MRC to re-start Global Health funding with a 
modest budget. It was however important to ensure that as much funding as possible gets 
allocated to response-mode mechanisms in order to accommodate an anticipated increase in 
demand due to shifts in the support available through the charity-sector.  

Council invited Head Office to submit a more detailed plan, containing indicative budgets for 
individual funding mechanisms, at the next Council meeting in March for approval.  

 

7. Update on the Unit Taskforce 

Following from the discussion at the previous meeting, Council was presented with an update 
from the MRC Unit Taskforce group. MRC’s Clinical Director, Professor Patrick Chinnery 
outlined the Taskforce’s responses to the questions raised by Council at its October 2021 
meeting. Professor Chinnery confirmed that the Taskforce discussed different durations of 
investment under the new Unit/Centre of Excellence funding model and agreed that a shorter 
term of funding would neither sufficiently differentiate it from the response mode funding, nor 
allow these strategic investments to successfully tackle big scientific challenges. Thus, the 
Taskforce considered the proposed 7+7 years model to be optimal. The Taskforce 
acknowledged that a traditional set up with an ‘all empowered’ director could present its own 
risks and challenges. The Taskforce recognised the importance of shared and diverse 
leadership and agreed that other leadership arrangements, including rotation of the director 
during the 14-year period, might be preferable.    

Professor Chinnery noted that once Council’s approval of the overarching plan is received, 
the next steps would be to refine the model and agree the details and timeline of the 
competition for new investments, coupled to a managed transition of the existing MRC unit 
portfolio to the new model. While the budget uncertainty remained, it was anticipated that the 
closure of units already in the pipeline would generate sufficient headroom to allow MRC to 
initiate new strategic investments. One of the key objectives would be establishing a 
reasonable timeline of the transition period.  

Members asked how units or other investments that were not suitable for the 14-year term 
might be supported under this model. Professor Chinnery explained that implementing the 
new model would allow MRC to become more flexible in its ability to support different forms of 
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major investments. The oversight of strategic investments would be provided by the proposed 
Major Investment Board (MIB), which was discussed earlier today at the joint Council / 
Strategy Board meeting. This newly established board would identify criteria, agree and review 
the scope, objectives and monitor the entire portfolio of long-term strategic investments. 

Overall, Council was supportive and endorsed a set of recommendations produced by the 
Taskforce, including: i) the time limited 7+7 years funding term for challenge-led investments; 
ii) leadership model in which a group of named directors could rotate through the primary 
leadership role during the term of investment; iii) the proposed launch of the new model in late 
2022, with a view to funding the first new units under the new model from 2023/24; iv) renewals 
for the existing MRC units to be taken forward through the new model where the new funding 
period commences after 2023/24. Members noted, however, that the processes of making 
strategic portfolio recommendations and decision-making required clarification of the roles 
played by different MRC bodies in the overall council’s governance structure. 

 

8. LMS Taskforce final report 

 

MRC Associate Director Dr Nathan Richardson presented to Council the final report of the 

London Institute of Medical Sciences (LMS) Taskforce. Members were reminded that the 

Taskforce was established to advise on the development and implementation of an ambitious 

clinical science strategy for the Institute, engaging strongly with LMS interim leadership and 

Imperial College London during the process.  

 

The Taskforce recommended that the LMS should harness its strengths in understanding 

basic biology/physiology and shift its current centre of gravity of work into human biology and 

pathobiology/pathophysiology and clinical translation opportunities. The report recommended 

that the scale of clinically embedded science should be increased to provide a better balance 

of discovery and clinical/translational research. This should be done alongside strengthening 

links between basic discovery science and clinical insights across the LMS and through a 

deeper partnership with Imperial. The Taskforce proposed that once the new focus of the LMS 

has been established, the Institute should strive to attract industry interest and establish multi-

level partnerships supporting the Institute’s mission. The LMS should also position itself to 

become a key national training hub in clinical sciences (for both non-clinical and clinical 

academics) across career training stages.  

 

Dr Richardson noted that the Taskforce was broadly supportive of the proposed thematic focus 

on multi-tissue dysfunction, proposed by the LMS leadership and supported by Imperial. 

Ultimately, however, scientific plans for the LMS should be driven by the interests and 

ambitions of the new director, whose leadership would be critical for the delivery of the 

refreshed vision.  

 

Council fully endorsed the conclusions and recommendations of the Taskforce as presented 

within the report. Members highlighted the importance of strong linkages with the NIHR 

Imperial Biomedical Research Centre (BRC) and were encouraged to learn that the Chain-

Florey Clinical Research training scheme was a partnership with Imperial and integrated within 

their BRC plans and funding. Members welcomed the constructive and valuable engagement 

by the LMS leadership and staff, and Imperial throughout the process, providing crucial 

insights and perspectives.  

 

Council agreed to adopt the recommendations in the cover paper in response to the questions 

and issues raised by LMS staff and Imperial. Members noted in particular the benefits of an 
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Imperial employment-model for the new director that would provide flexibility in the recruitment 

package, better embed the director within Imperial’s leadership structures and strategic 

planning, and simplify NHS clinical contract arrangements. Council discussed whether a delay 

in the next QQR was warranted at this time and agreed to keep to the current timeline, noting 

that postponing it might hamper the ability of the new director to start realising their vision; the 

timetable could be adjusted in the event that the appointment of the new director was 

significantly delayed. Council also reiterated that senior appointments should not be made in 

advance of the new director taking up their role but that if a significant opportunity arose then 

they should discuss this with Head Office. This did not preclude attracting research fellows 

that brought their own funding, although the LMS should clearly bear in mind the new vision 

and the need to respect space constraints.  

 

Council thanked Head Office staff, including Dr Richard Evans, for their work in supporting the 

Taskforce and bringing this important but sensitive matter to a successful conclusion. 

Members emphasised the importance of continuing to work in close partnership with Imperial 

in appointing the new director and delivering the new LMS vision. 

 

9. MRC Laboratory of Molecular Biology (LMB) quinquennial review (QQR) 
outcome 

Professor Watt introduced this item and presented Council with the outcome of the QQR of 
the LMB, the recommendations of the Review Subcommittee, endorsed by Management 
Board, and the outcome of the discussion of the QQR by Strategy Board. Professor Watt noted 
that the Institute overall review was carried out following the four scientific divisions were 
assessed earlier in 2021. The Institute Subcommittee strongly agreed that the LMB continued 
to be a world-leading premier flagship research institute, including with the remarkable 
achievement of two Nobel prizes being awarded for LMB science in this last quinquennium. 
The Institute put forward bold plans to expand its research ambitions in molecular 
connectomics and artificial biology and to continue efforts in molecular biology to close the 
gap from molecules to tissues. Professor Watt highlighted exceptional overall scores assigned 
to the Institute by the Subcommittee: 10 (out of 10) for the Institute’s past work and 10 (out of 
10) for the future plans.  

Following the Subcommittee feedback and to realise the ambitious future plans, the LMB 
Director had submitted a revised total funding request of £215m - an approximately 4.2 per 
cent increase on level funding (£206m). This funding package had been discussed prior to 
submission with Head Office and was endorsed by Management Board at its recent meeting 
on 25 November 2021.  At its meeting on 8 December 2021, Strategy Board recognised the 
remarkable quality and vision of the LMB, as reported in the review, but favoured a smaller 
funding envelope due to considerations of the general financial austerity, competition across 
the landscape as well as potential, though yet to be identified and reviewed, future strategic 
investments. Head Office clarified that according to the MRC governance, the ultimate 
decision, informed by the recommendations produced by the QQR Subcommittee, 
Management Board and Strategy Board, lies with Council.  

Council noted that the review process was robust, and that the Institute had adequately 
responded to the scrutiny of the Review Subcommittee. Members agreed that excellent 
science demonstrated by the institute should be invested in and noted that after the rigorous 
assessment of the LMB’s proposal, the Subcommittee was enthused by the plans to evolve 
and expand the Institute’s science, which was reflected in the recommended score being the 
maximum possible. Members concurred that without adequate resource the LMB might not 
be able to realise its ambitious plans and, given the stellar nature of LMB science, the level of 
increase requested was moderate at 4.2 percent.  



 

7 
 

Having commended the scientific excellence of the Institute, Council expressed its profound 
concern over the lack of substantive progress in improving the LMB’s approach to equality, 
diversity and inclusion (EDI), which had remained an issue over a number of years. Council 
also acknowledged the Subcommittee’s concerns about the Institute being insufficiently 
progressive in approaches to areas such as mentoring. Members agreed that this issue 
required immediate attention and requested the LMB Director to develop an action plan that 
would address inclusivity and diversity, as well as broader issues pertaining to research 
culture, as indicated in the Subcommittee report.  

In doing so, it was recommended that the Director seek a view of best practice elsewhere and 
external input from other research organisations, such as the Francis Crick Institute, to shape 
and design impactful approaches towards delivering the change.  

Concluding the discussion, Council agreed to endorse the funding package of £215m for the 
LMB recommended by Management Board and requested the Director to submit their EDI 
action plan for the Council’s review, noting the need to monitor its implementation. Members 
expected progress to be made within the near term and agreed the Director should be held 
accountable for robust delivery against the agreed action plan. 

 

10. MRC Culture update 

Council was presented with an update on the MRC culture project. Professor Fiona Watt 
reminded Council of the background of the project - initiated to deal with concerns raised by 
MRC Head Office staff - and plans to support performance development and management to 
fully realise council’s potential. Council was informed of the recently launched active bystander 
training, aimed to help MRC employees to call out inappropriate biases during discussions 
and decision making (for example in board and panel funding meetings), creation of new 
opportunities for mentorship, secondments and internships, management training, as well as 
initiatives to facilitate communication and knowledge sharing.  

Members were presented with recent work led by Dr Jonathan Pearce, MRC Interim Director 
for COVID-19 Response. The project aim was to map the role of different parts of Head Office 
and to optimise the MRC’s organisational structure through identifying areas in which efforts 
were duplicated vs. those that received inadequate effort, breaking siloed working across the 
office, and re-aligning existing workforce, instead of expanding, which would be impossible in 
the current economic climate. It was noted that the re-alignment would help the MRC to face 
new challenges, such as transition to the new Unit model, which would require a lot of effort 
from across the entire office, or running strategic funding calls.  

Dr Pearce highlighted that work culture and organisational structure were interwoven and the 
project was addressing these issues holistically, rather than dealing with them separately. He 
was echoed by Dr Salt, who stressed that the UKRI was committed for its values to be fully 
embedded in its organisation. Members agreed that the office was undertaking important work 
and stressed that it was vital that the culture values were integral part of everyday function 
and strategy decisions across the organisation.  

Members commented that investment in people, including in managers at all levels, would be 
key to success. Respect and recognition of work done by MRC employees and ensuring that 
all staff have opportunities for continuous skills development would help to keep people 
motivated and would benefit the organisation.  

Overall, Council was pleased with the continued efforts of the MRC senior management to 
make council more effective and efficient in delivering its mission. 

 

11. MRC Millennium Medal - endorsement of awardee  
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Professor Fiona Watt, MRC Executive Chair, updated Council on the establishment of the 
MRC Prize Committee, which consists of representatives from Council, Strategy Board, MRC 
boards, panels and overview groups, as well as industry and regional representation. This was 
the first year that the prize had been run under the purview of the MRC Prize Committee. 
Professor Watt expressed her gratitude to the MRC Prize Committee members, who showed 
their commitment and support in considering the wider impacts of research carried out by the 
nominees, and highlighted that there were also plans to incorporate public perspective into 
committee’s work in the future.  

Council was pleased to learn and unanimously endorsed the committee’s recommendation of 
Professor Sharon Peacock as this year’s winner due to her pioneering initiatives in pathogen 
sequencing, visionary leadership of the COVID-19 Genomics UK (COG-UK) Consortium, as 
well as due to her outstanding contributions to advancing equality, diversity and inclusion in 
research and being an excellent role model for women in science and for those who have had 
atypical career trajectories.  

Professor Watt noted that in addition to reviewing the nominations for this year’s MRC 
Millennium Medal, the MRC Prize Committee had been providing advice and 
recommendations on the development of new prizes to recognise and celebrate 
the broad impacts that medical researchers make to advance science and improve the wider 
research environment and culture. As a result, Head Office have developed plans to launch 
three new prizes this year to recognise and support Team Science, Open Science and Early 
Career Researchers. The focus and criteria for these prizes were being revised following 
discussion with the committee with the plan to launch at the MRC Millennium Medal Award 
Ceremony, which will be held on 25 April 2022.  

Now that the MRC Prize Committee had been established, and views of Council could be 
integrated within the decision making through its representation in the committee membership, 
Council was asked to devolve the formal responsibility of awarding the MRC Millennium Medal 
and future prizes to the MRC Prize Committee and to no longer require ratification of the 
recommended awardee. Head Office will provide an annual update to Council of progress and 
activity across the MRC prize portfolio. 

Members agreed that going forward the responsibility of recommending and endorsing the 
winners of MRC prizes, including the MRC Millennium Medal, would be delegated to the MRC 
Prize Committee.  

 

12. MRC environmental sustainability action plan update  

Dr Susan Simon, MRC’s Director of Capital and Estates, provided Council with a progress 
update on the MRC Environmental Sustainability Action Plan for the years 2020-2025, which 
was endorsed by Council in December 2020. Whilst the UKRI’s focus was almost exclusively 
on the achievement of the Net Zero Target, MRC’s Action Plan was looking at the wider aspect 
of environmental sustainability of council’s operations. Dr Simon noted that it was a steep 
learning curve. MRC’s Green Group had been established and had met three times so far. 
The group consists of volunteers from across MRC Head Office, the LMB, the LMS, MRC 
Harwell, Research Complex at Harwell and The Francis Crick Institute. As the group continues 
to expand, the office is looking into making its operation more effective. Dr Simon highlighted 
activities aimed at wider engagement with scientists, including a roll out of a programme of 
work with MRC University Units, organised through the communications workstream of the 
Green Group. She also noted that MRC institutions signed up to participate in LEAF – an 
innovative Green Lab Certification tool that drives improvement in laboratory efficiency.  

Dr Simon mentioned that although the Action Plan had set out some targets on specific 
projects, the extent of the problem remained largely unknown. Therefore, one of the most 
important current tasks was to improve the data on all aspects of environmental sustainability. 
There were issues with the accuracy of reporting and information on certain aspects, including 



 

9 
 

waste, recycling rates and travel, that still required validation. Once the necessary information 
had been obtained, the MRC would be in a position to progress with establishing a range of 
targets. So far, Head Office was putting together a Net Zero path. It was anticipated that initially 
the projection would go up over the next few years before reversing into a downward trend. 

Council noted the establishment of the MRC’s Green Group and expressed its support of the 
ongoing activities. However, members suggested that a formal structure should be put around 
it, as it would not be possible to deliver on the plan purely relying on volunteering. Members 
saw engagement with senior management as an important prerequisite to make the plan work 
across MRC, achieving the impact and delivering against objectives set out by the 
UKRI strategy. 

Members commended the efforts made by Head Office in progressing the action plan over the 
last year and expressed confidence in the positive changes it would bring. Council agreed to 
receive updates on the Action Plan twice a year. 

 
13. Any other business 

No other business was raised.  

 
14. Council private business  

Following the meeting members held a private business meeting.  

 

Items for Information 

Council noted the following paper for information: 

15. Updates from the Executive  
 
 


