Science advice offers unique benefits to policymakers in tackling
global challenges like climate change, say experts
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Now more than ever, policymakers need good quality science advice to inform their
decisions. Yet — as a new report by European academies highlights — the very policy issues
for which scientific input is most needed are the ones where the science itself is often
complex and uncertain.
This challenge is tackled by a new Evidence Review Report published today by SAPEA and
entitled “Making sense of science for policy under conditions of complexity and uncertainty”.
The report highlights the fact that many of the world’s most pressing problems are also
incredibly complex — including climate change, environmental pollution, economic crises and
the digital transformation of societies. What’s more, the scientific knowledge around these
areas can often be uncertain or contested.
The report was written by a multidisciplinary group of leading scientists, nominated by
academies across Europe and coordinated by Academia Europaea, part of the SAPEA
Consortium. It will inform the forthcoming Scientific Opinion from the European
Commission’s Group of Chief Scientific Advisors.
Professor Ortwin Renn, the chair of the working group that wrote the report, said:
“Science advice for policymaking is in high demand and in urgent need. In today’s world of
‘fake news’, it is vital that we review the best available evidence and communicate it clearly
to policymakers and the public. Where the science is uncertain, we must assess and explain
those uncertainties, ambiguities and tensions. We live in democracies, where public scrutiny
and accountability of both scientists and policymakers are inevitable and even desirable.”
The report highlights a number of key conclusions by the SAPEA working group:
•

•

•

Science is one of many sources of knowledge that inform policy. Its unique strength
is that it is based on rigorous enquiry, continuous analysis and debate, providing a set
of evidence that can be respected as valid, relevant and reliable.
Science advice supports effective policymaking by providing the best available
knowledge, which can then be used to understand a specific problem, generate and
evaluate policy options and monitor results of policy implementation. It also provides
meaning to the discussion around critical topics within society. The advice works best
when it is guided by the ideal of co-creation of knowledge and policy options between
scientists and policymakers.
The relationship between science advisers and policymakers relies on building mutual
trust, where both scientists and policymakers are honest about their values and goals.

•

Scientific knowledge should always inform societal debate and decision-making.
Citizens often have their own experiences of the policy issue under consideration and
should be included in the ongoing process of deliberation between scientists,
policymakers and the public.

Professor Sierd Cloetingh, Chair of the SAPEA Board, added:
“How we provide good science advice to European Commission policymakers is a vital question
that sits at the core of SAPEA’s mission. This report is a fundamental contribution to the future
development of science advice and is based on the multidisciplinary expertise of a group of
first-class scientists, all with practical experience of the world of science advice”.
Contact details
For more information, see www.sapea.info/masos or contact Agnieszka Pietruczuk,
Communications Officer for SAPEA: agnieszka.pietruczuk@sapea.info

Notes for editors
SAPEA (Science Advice for Policy by European Academies) brings together outstanding
expertise in engineering, humanities, medicine, natural and social sciences from over 100
academies, young academies and learned societies across Europe.
SAPEA is part of the European Commission’s Scientific Advice Mechanism. Together with the
Group of Chief Scientific Advisors, we provide independent scientific advice to European
Commissioners to support their decision-making. We also work to strengthen connections
between Europe’s academies and Academy Networks, and to stimulate debate in Europe
about the role of evidence in policymaking.
SAPEA is funded by grant 737432 from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 programme.
European Commission Scientific Advice Mechanism: The Scientific Advice Mechanism Group
of Chief Scientific Advisors was established on 16 October 2015 to support the Commission
with high quality, timely and independent scientific advice for its policy-making activities. The
Scientific Advisors are seven independent eminent scientists, appointed in their personal
capacity. The Group draws on a wide range of scientific expertise, among others through a
close relationship with European and national academies (through the Scientific Advice to
Policy by European Academies – SAPEA – project, funded through Horizon 2020, the EU’s
research and innovation programme). Through their scientific advice, the Scientific Advisors
contribute to the quality of EU legislation and complement the existing science advisory
structures of the Commission, which include the Joint Research Centre (JRC), the European
Agencies as well as specialised expert groups. https://ec.europa.eu/research/sam
Working Group members: SAPEA selected working group members across a range of
disciplines to contribute to the Evidence Review Report. The group was chaired by Professor
Ortwin Renn.
A full list of Working Group members is available at www.sapea.info/masos

