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Independent review of Forest Research Science
Purpose

1. To provide Commissioners with a summary of the recent independent review of Forest Research science quality conducted by the members of the Expert Committee of Forest Science, and the proposed Forestry Commission response to it. 
Background
2. Under Cabinet Office guidance issued in 2000, Government Departments have been required to conduct regular and challenging reviews of the public bodies for which they are responsible, every five years. This Quinquennial Review programme was a key part of the modernising government programme aimed at improving the quality and effectiveness of public services. The commitment to a five yearly review is also set out in the Science and Innovation Strategy for Forestry in Great Britain (SIS).

3. Within the Forestry Commission, the purpose of these reviews is to provide Commissioners with assurance that the science being delivered is of a high standard, is fit for purpose, and robust enough to withstand external, or internal, challenge when policies are based on its conclusions.

4. Forest Research science has been reviewed at regular intervals by independent groups with the last review undertaken in 2011/12. The report and an accompanying action plan were presented to Commissioners in 2012, and FC responses to the report were published on the FC website. Most of the recommendations addressed in the action plan were delivered during the drafting and delivery of the current SIS.

5. The review team was charged with focussing on opportunities to improve fitness for purpose and science quality, and to improve on knowledge exchange and delivery. 

6. The Independent Review was chaired by Professor Julian Evans OBE, and took place between the 6th and 9th November 2017. Interviews with senior managers and all of Forest Research’s Programme group managers were held at the Northern Research Station. In addition, a number of structured interviews with key FC customers for research were undertaken by the Chair. The Review Group membership is at para 20 of the final report (Annex 1).

7. The criteria used were based on those for the previous review, but reflecting the applied nature of much of Forest Research Science and the additional functions, such as IFOS and Statistics which were transferred to Forest Research in 2015. 

Details
8. Overall, the Review found that Forest Research science was of high quality, relevant, and formed a sound basis for policy decisions. It concluded that, on the whole, clear agreements and effective working relationships exist between programmes and CFS analysts group. This interaction along with informal contacts, participation in some programme steering groups, ensures that customers, within and outside FC are well linked to FR to influence priorities and receive scientific advice. 

9. The review team applauded the fact that Forest Research has taken steps to 'ring fence' its legacy of older experiments, and believes it is a sound investment.
10. The review remarked positively on the new matrix working pattern introduced at the start of this Science Strategy period. It comments that the matrix approach helps to ensure both relevance and underpins ethical considerations and QA. The matrix structure is delivering new synergies and collaboration, and although there are frustrations over lack of funding control, it is functioning well. 

11. Interviews with users and customers, as well as other evidence users, all indicate the influence of FR on policy, with many specific examples given.  The important point being that all customers unreservedly appreciate knowing that there was expertise in FR to call upon. 

12. The review team were impressed by FR's delivery of robust, quality science, noting that there are effective procedures in place for QA, with a stringent internal refereeing process. Specific highlights in the report are:

· Several areas of FR's research are demonstrably world-class.

· FR undersells itself and could substantially increase its engagement, visibility and impact.

· FR's matrix structure is delivering the benefits of interdisciplinary working.

· Going forward, the perception of FR must change:

· it must not only pursue research of relevance to whole of GB and NI, but be seen to do so and engage in ways that demonstrate it;

· FR clearly serves the whole tree and forestry sector, but it needs to be perceived to do so and take deliberate steps to work more with the private sector and non-government bodies – a key element of increasing impact.

· FC's Inventory, Forecasting and Operational Support (IFOS) group have brought some outstanding competencies to FR. Their greater integration, in terms of scientists appreciating better what IFOS does and vice versa, will enrich both communities.

13. The review report contains a number of recommendations, to be considered both by Forest Research, and by the new commissioning process arrangements following devolution of the function in 2018. A draft Forestry Commission response to these is provided at Annex 2.

Resource Implications

14. None. Adopting the recommendations should be manageable within existing budgets, unless there is further pressure on resource allocations.

Tax Impact Assessment
15. None.
Risk Assessment
16. This independent perspective has minimised the risks of challenge to policy or operational decisions taken on the basis of Forest Research science.

Communications 

17. The report and accompanying Forestry Commission response will be published on the FC website.

Implementation and Evaluation 
18. For Forest Research, and CFS/future research commissioners to implement between now and the introduction of the next Science and Innovation Strategy for Forestry in Great Britain.
Recommendations
19. That Commissioners:

· discuss the paper, and provide commentary on the proposed Forestry Commission response to the review group report, and;

· agree to both the review group report and the Forestry Commission response to it, subject to any changes required, being published on the FC website.

Roger Coppock 

Head of Corporate and Forestry Support

March 2018

Annex 1 – Review group final report

Annex 2 – Draft FC response to the review group report
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