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From particles to policy
Former Cern director Rolf-Dieter Heuer talks with Eleni Courea about advising the 
European Commission and the policy world outside atomic science.

“I’m having a pretty active retirement,” says Rolf-Dieter 
Heuer, whose six-year term as director-general of Cern, 
the European particle physics centre near Geneva, fin-
ished at the end of 2015.

Immediately after his departure Heuer accepted 
a position on the high-level group of the European 
Commission’s Scientific Advice Mechanism (SAM), which 
distils research results into input for policymaking. 
A year later he became the group’s chairman. Then in 
May 2017 he became president of the governing council 
of Sesame, a synchrotron light source in the Middle East.

It’s a pretty packed brief for the 69-year-old German. 
Heuer is driven by his passion for physics, but a conver-
sation with him quickly reveals that his interests extend 
well beyond that, into science communication and sci-
ence for policy. Two years after the SAM expert group was 
launched, he is excited by its progress. “To some extent 
it’s amazing that it works so well,” he says. “Even though 
each group member comes from a different discipline, 
everyone respects each other.”

The group’s seven members can’t cover all disciplines 
between them, Heuer says. So as part of the SAM’s struc-
ture, the group consults Europe’s learned academies on 
the topics it tackles for the Commission—so far including 
cybersecurity, vehicle emissions and sustainable fishing. 
The academies might publish a peer-reviewed report on 
the subject, and then the high-level group sets out its 
recommendations.

“It is not our job to do policy. We judge on the scien-
tific evidence,” Heuer says. “Then politicians judge on a 
whole matrix of things they have to take into account. 
We want to give them something with which they can 
justify the scientific aspect of their decision.”

It hasn’t all been smooth sailing for the SAM, set up in 
January 2016 to replace Anne Glover’s job as chief sci-
entific adviser to the Commission president. There has 

been a high turnover in the expert group’s 
membership over the past year, with three 
people departing in quick succession. Food 
scientist Henrik Wegener stepped down 
in February 2017 to become rector of the 
University of Copenhagen. Mathematician 
Cédric Villani left in September after win-
ning a seat in the French parliament. The 
third, meterologist Julia Slingo, has retired.

“Two of them went on to new jobs,” Heuer 
points out, “which shows we’re choos-

ing people who can move on to ever higher positions.”
The SAM structure works, he says, and could be a “very 

good model for other regions”. The African Union, com-
prising leaders of all African countries, should kickstart 
its own scientific advisory mechanism, and something 
similar could be done in the Middle East, Heuer sug-
gests. “It could be a model for countries to develop a 
better working relationship.”

Heuer is convinced that science can contribute to 
diplomacy, which is why he’s agreed to head up the 
Sesame facility. Based in Amman, Jordan, Sesame is 
as much a peace project as it is a scientific laboratory. 
“This is a unique opportunity for the region,” Heuer says. 
“People often make a comparison with Cern, the idea for 
which started in 1949.”

Some of the countries that went on to become Cern’s 
founding members—Italy and France, for example—had 
been sworn enemies only years before. Sesame’s story is 
much the same: its members include Cyprus and Turkey, 
Israel and Palestine, as well as Bahrain, Egypt and Iran.

Heuer cautions against taking the comparison too far. 
“There’s a huge difference between then and now, and 
between the two regions,” he says. “But the lesson we 
should take is that...in science, we speak just science—
it doesn’t matter if we use English or Arabic.” He now 
hopes to expand Sesame’s membership to more coun-
tries, particularly in the Persian Gulf. 

Given he is keen to bring countries together, it is per-
haps predictable that Heuer thinks Brexit is a “terrible 
disaster” for everyone. “To bring humankind forward 
with research we have to combine our forces,” he says, 
calling on the UK and the EU to do whatever possible to 
guarantee future research collaboration. 

The fact that no country has gone from being fully part 
of the EU Framework programme to an associate mem-
ber is a problem, he says, because there is no precedent. 
“What will the UK have to put in? That is a very delicate 
decision for politicians.”

The next Framework programme should ideally have a 
bigger budget, Heuer says, and support science educa-
tion. He also says it should continue to cover the whole 
spectrum of basic and applied research. But he is reluc-
tant to comment further on such topics. “As the SAM we 
are supposed to give science advice to policymakers—
not advice on policy for science,” he says. “If we did that 
we could be accused of batting for our interests.”
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