
Take home lessons

• Policy advice dominated by simple, transparently presented ideas 
(R.M. May, 1936-2020; UK Govt CSA 1995-2000)

• Reduce the problem to something they can work through themselves 

(A.R. McLean, current Govt CSA)


• An enormous amount of work to generate 3 simple numbers

• R – number

• Growth rates

• Exceedance probabilities (probability cases rise above level X)



Imbalanced 
presentation of 

govt advice

Lack of scientific 
expertise at heart 

of government

“Poor 
understanding 

of risk”



Scientist as “Strategic Policy 
Advior”
Moving outside of your comfort zone





Enactment 
of 
Government 
Initiatives

Generation 
of 

Knowledge 
from the 
Scientific 

Community

The Policy Advisor is a bit like Percy



Defra Science Advisory Council
Independent Public body - Support Defra Chief Scientific Advisor and provide 
independent scientific advice
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Does a 
modelling 

background 
have a role 

here?



Highly Pathogenic Avian 
Influenza – A Global 
Animal Pandemic



SAC-ED, augmented by additional 
external experts as needed, advised on 
four specific issues:

1. the host range of the current virus 
and the potential roles of non-avian 
hosts

2. the possibility of interventions to 
reduce the impact of HPAI on wild 
birds

3. the potential to supplement current 
approaches to control with 
vaccination

4. the potential to model the expected 
future trajectory of the outbreak
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Generic relevant modelling 
skills: 


Data Imputation

Large Scale Simulation

Bayesian Inference

Ascertainment of the spatio-temporal distribution of risk based 
on limited, biased data. 


Understanding how trajectories of immunity across multiple 
spatially overlapping species influences long term disease 
trajectories



Some takeaway points

• Rapidly commissioned and executed summary report building upon 
scientific expertise rather than analytical skills


• Broad scope to evaluate evidence 


• Draw upon wide ranging UK scientific expertise


• Provided recommendations that supported new policies and evidence 
gathering initiatives


• BUT – report publication pulled back 2x despite urgency



Occam’s Razor
“Among competing hypotheses, the one with the fewest assumptions should be selected.”

• Most testable

• In the absence of a weighting of assumptions, least likely to fail

• Easiest to understand the implications.  

From https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/

William_of_Ockham



Year Milestones and Policy Developments
1997 Krebs Report published calling for field trials to establish efficacy of badger culling
1998-2007 Independent Scientific Group (ISG) established to conduct randomised badger culling trial in 

England
2006 Introduction of pre-movement testing aims to reduce spread of bTB via cattle movements following 

evidence of role of cattle movements following FMD
2007 ISG final report concludes badger culling can make no meaningful contribution to cattle TB. The 

report is challenged by the King review, commissioned by government ministers which suggests 
culling can work in certain circumstances

2008 Government in England decides not to allow culling, and pursue a vaccination policy
2009 – 10 proposed badger cull in Wales, rejected following a judicial review
2010 Election of new coalition government with a commitment to badger culling and not vaccination.

2015 Culling licences issues to other areas in England
2021 Government announce badger culling to be phased out in England; cattle vaccination trials begin.
2023 58 culling zones in place with cull target of maximum cull target of 53234 badgers. Culling remains 

the subject of political dispute with an unclear future pending a general election in 2024.

Bovine TB control policy since 1997 – to cull, or not to cull?



Bovine TB control policy since 1997 – to cull, or not to cull?

“The failure to eliminate bovine TB from the English 
and Welsh cattle herd represents a long-term 
intractable policy failure.”

W. Grant, “Intractable Policy Failure: The Case of 
Bovine TB and Badgers” British Journal of Politics 
and International Relations (2011)



Bovine TB control policy since 1997 – to cull, or not to cull?In mid-1990s:


• Bovine TB ‘almost’ eradicated from GB by 1970s

• Badger TB found to be associated with areas of recrudescent TB risk

• Bovine TB had been eliminated in many other countries with good cattle controls


BUT


• “Dividing lines” between farmer/utilitarian and conservationist/mutualist views of 
wildlife already established


Randomised Badger Culling Trial – largest ever scientific experiment? - established to 
“prove” efficacy of badger culling (one way or the other).



Occam’s razor
• “Among competing hypotheses, the one 

with the fewest assumptions should be 
selected.”
• In 1990s the simplest hypothesis was that control 

of TB in badgers plus existing cattle controls would 
result in TB eradication.

• Uncertainty however was high (evidence mainly 

historical or from other countries)  

From https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/

William_of_Ockham

• Transparency 

• Broad consultation

• Explicit uncertainty

In this case, were 
recommendations consistent 

with Bob May’s Three Principles 
of Public Engagement?



Summary

• Working with policy people helps to identify where the needs are

• Establish relationships early

• Working responsively can open doors for later

• BUT don’t let that stop you if you feel you have a ‘great’ result and haven’t those contacts


• Reduce your results to simple messages

• Where is the need?

• Can the study result in action?


• Strong visualization is important


• Its not about being clever (though that helps)


• You will make a lot of mistakes (I continue to do so!)



"When I left the dining room after 
sitting next to Gladstone, I thought he 
was the cleverest man in England. 
 
But when I sat next to Disraeli, I left 
feeling that I was the cleverest 
woman.” 

attributed to Jenni Jerome (Winston Churchill’s mother)

Illuminate the ideas – not yourself


