
Science advice panel 
struggles to find feet
Scientific Advice Mechanism’s second loss is chairman
The chairman of The high-level group at the 
Commission’s Scientific Advice Mechanism has 
become the second of seven members to quit within 
two months—raising questions about the SAM’s likely 
effectiveness.

Henrik Wegener, a food scientist, is leaving the SAM 
to become rector of the University of Copenhagen. In 
December, meteorologist Julia Slingo also left when 
she retired from her full-time job at the UK Met Office. 

Chairing the high-level group will pass to Rolf-Dieter 
Heuer, former director of Cern. The deputy chairwoman 
will be Pearl Dykstra, a sociologist at Erasmus University, 
Rotterdam; and Paul Nurse, director of the Francis Crick 
Institute in London, joins the group.

The Commission created the SAM in 2015 to 
replace the chief scientific adviser to its president. It 
is made up of three parts: a high-level group of seven 
advisers, supported by a small secretariat in Brussels; 
parts of the Joint Research Centre, the Commission’s 
in-house science service; and input from Europe’s 
various science academies.

“The concept of the SAM is a clever way to get 
around the criticisms that the chief scientific advis-
er faced, regarding concentrating scientific advice 
into one person,” says Philip Hines of Maastricht 
University, who assessed the SAM for a think-tank, 
the European Policy Centre. “But they have only just 
issued their first report—on carbon emissions from 
cars in the real world versus laboratories—so they 
haven’t attracted much attention.”

The SAM’s predecessor, the post of chief scientific 
adviser to the president, existed for just two years and 
was held by Scottish biologist Anne Glover. Its 2014 
abolition, alongside that of its corresponding advisory 
body, the Science and Technology Advisory Council, 
raised an outcry from scientific leaders. 

“There was a need to invent something to better 
match the needs of the Commission,” Wegener says. 
“The mechanism was and still is an attempt to do that. It 
is a piece of innovation—we are breaking new ground.”

The high-level group has been meeting since 
January 2016, but the academies’ input will come 

from a consortium called Science Advice for Policy by 
European Academies (Sapea), which was only formed 
last month. It has five members: Academia Europaea, 
the European Academies Science Advisory Council, All 
European Academies, EURO-Case, and the Federation 
of European Academies of Medicine.

“The first year was to some extent a proof-of-con-
cept year,” Wegener says. “As that comes to an end 
we enter the more important second phase, where 
the academies and societies become part of the 
mechanism. So the full potential of the mechanism 
remains to be seen.”

When it comes to the SAM’s effectiveness, “the 
judgement will come now,” says Sven Bestmann, a 
neuroscientist at University College London, who has 
worked with SAM through the Young Academy, a pan-
European group representing young scientists. 

“Going forward, the most important thing is to 
establish a well-functioning collaboration with Sapea, 
and to maintain good collaboration with the Joint 
Research Centre and the specialised agencies,” says 
Wegener. “And then, of course, to get sufficient rec-
ognition among the commissioners.” 

Elvira Fortunato, a materials scientist at the New 
University of Lisbon and a member of the high-level 
group, says: “Since we are a new mechanism, we don’t 
yet have a lot of visibility. We want to make our work 
more known among politicians, scientists and society.”

“Not enough has been done to publicise the SAM,” 
says Bestmann. “Many scientists are not aware of it—and 
you would expect them to be, considering its scale. It’s 
the Commission’s flagship programme 
for delivering scientific advice.”

“Now that the academies are 
involved they will have to deliver, 
and the challenge for them is to acti-
vate their members,” Bestmann says. 
“This will be difficult if there is a lack 
of credibility because people just 
don’t know about the SAM.”
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