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NERC Science Committee 23rd Meeting: summary of discussion 

2 July 2025 – Via Teams

Members Present: Professor David Hannah (Chair), Professor Anna Hogg, Dr Ekbal Hussain, Professor Carrie Lear, Professor Ian Main, Dr Theresa Mercer, Professor Stefan Reis, Professor Daniela Schmidt, Professor Marian Scott, Professor David Topping and Dr Glenn Watts.

Ex-Officio: Dr Tracy Shimmield (Interim NERC Director, Research and Skills)

Apologies: Professor Jane Hill

Other NERC Attendees: Whole meeting: Dr Sarah Turner (NERC Associate Director, Strategic Programme Generation & Delivery (SPG&D) and Liesbeth Renders (NERC Associate Director, Discovery Science and Highlight Topics)

Item 5: Louise Heathwaite (NERC Executive Chair). Item 7& 10: Jemima Brinton (NERC Head of Insight). Item 8: Vicki Durbridge (NERC Head of Discovery Science and Highlight Topics). Item 9: Frances Wood (UKRI International Director), Vanessa Telfort (Intern), Nichola Badcock (NERC Head of International) and Laura Bones (UKRI International Partnerships Manager). Item 11: Anna Angus Smyth (NERC Associate Director, Digital Environment and Infrastructure), Simon Gardner (NERC Head of Digital Environment) and Andrea Sharpe (Head of Digital Infrastructure & Data). Item 12: Iain Williams (NERC Director, Strategic Partnerships)

Secretary: Gemma Davies

Key issues discussed

Update from March Council meeting and June Retreat and Council meeting

Science Committee noted the March and June summaries. The key themes discussed at the June NERC Council Retreat were; the year ahead and the importance of the Forward Look; pitch activity focused on priorities within the Forward Look; World café 1: deliverables and timescales – Green Growth, Environmental Security, Responsible Innovation and World café 2: approaches and opportunities – Green Growth, Environmental Security, Responsible Innovation, Frontiers of Knowledge and National Capability, and Partnerships.

Science Committee governance 

Tracy Shimmield updated the Committee on the outcomes of the corporate governance review initiated in March 2025.
There are no direct governance implications for the Science Committee. The NERC Science Committee will evolve into a Science and Innovation Advisory Committee from January 2026 to reflect an emphasis on growth and innovation in the NERC Forward Look and wider funding landscape.

Executive Chair update

Louise Heathwaite (NERC Executive Chair) updated the SC on the NERC Head Office 60th Anniversary of NERC event, held at the STEAM Museum on the 25 June 2025 emphasising the importance of reflecting on NERC's achievements and contributions to environmental science. Louise also provided an update on the meeting with Ian Chapman, the incoming Chief Executive of UKRI, emphasising his focus on growth, the importance of resilience and cost avoidance, and the need to demonstrate NERC's contributions to growth and innovation.

SRI update and Forward Look ambitions

Science Committee noted NERC’S Forward Look, which outlines NERC’s ambitions for the next 10 years, and will inform strategic investments. Science Committee provided advice on the scope of a potential programme on the subsurface, specifically on, opportunities for science excellence to deliver policy priorities, how to ensure that the programme is realistic and likely to deliver impact, and how to meet our wider responsible business obligations in the context of the NERC Forward Look.

Exploring ResearchFish and other metrics to assess Strategic Programme Areas (SPA) performance

Science Committee noted the information used and analytics produced to compare Strategic Programme Area (SPA) performance against other strategic investments.
Science Committee provided advice on the utility of this approach, and the metrics shared, to assess commissioning, effectiveness and performance.

Highlight Topics Evaluation – Future funding programme

Science Committee advised on potential approaches to identifying strategic priority areas for inclusion in funding opportunities under the planned single scheme, commenting in particular on appropriate scope and breadth of priority areas, frequency of review, and mechanisms for identifying priority areas.

Overview of UKRI International

Frances Wood (UKRI International Director) introduced this item and provided an overview of UKRI's international approach, highlighting the importance of international collaboration in achieving research and innovation objectives. UKRI's layered approach includes individual researcher-led collaborations, council-specific mechanisms, and directed top-down initiatives like the International Science Partnership Fund. 

Insight capabilities: Community and Landscape context for strategic decision making at NERC

Jemima Brinton (NERC Head of Insight) introduced this item noting the Business Insight team has developed a range of quantitative and qualitative skills, methodologies and products that can be used to provide intelligence on the research community and funding landscape. The committee advised which of these applications would add the most value, thus helping the Business Insight team determine where to focus efforts taking into account both capacity and capability.  The committee advised that an approach that combines data, human insight, and community engagement would help understand the community, landscape, and opportunities ahead.

Environmental Data Research UK (EDRUK)

Anna Angus Smyth (NERC Associate Director, Digital Environment and Infrastructure) introduced the concept of EDRUK, its ambition to create a single front door for connecting, accessing and using environmental data, and noted the importance of partnerships particularly with Defra, the UK Met Office and regional administrations in achieving this.
The committee noted the development of EDRUK and discussed how EDRUK might create opportunities across the evolving NERC portfolio. The committee supported this initiative and agreed the need for a strategic approach and for a balance between infrastructure and research activities, and the importance of sustainability and accessibility. 

National Capability update

Iain Williams (NERC Director, Strategic Partnerships) provided an update on national capability funding, explaining the budget pressures and the need for strategic prioritisation to maintain critical capabilities.

Standing items

The Committee confirmed the minutes and noted the forward agenda.
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