Research Sector Transparency Board – Minutes

1 Victoria Street Conference Centre, 15:30 to 16:30 3 September 2013

Attendees:

Permanent members
Rt. Hon. David Willetts MP (Chair) – Minister for Universities and Science

Sir John O’Reilly – Director General, Knowledge and Innovation, BIS

Professor Rick Rylance – Chair, Research Councils UK

Dr David Sweeney – Director, Higher Education Funding Council for England

Professor Adam Tickell – Pro-Vice Chancellor for Research, University of Birmingham

Professor Sir Nigel Shadbolt – Open Data Institute; University of Southampton

Professor Tim Palmer – Royal Meteorological Society

Jil Matheson – National Statistician

Professor Geoffrey Boulton (by phone) – Royal Society 
James Ashton – Cabinet Office

Guests

Professor Jim Iley – Royal Society of Chemistry

Dr David James – Royal Society of Chemistry

Peter Knight – Department of Health

Phil Sooben – Economic and Social Research Council 

Stephan Goldstein – Research Information Network

Secretariat

Chris Fleming – Government Office for Science

Apologies:

Sir Mark Walport – Government Chief Scientific Adviser

Iain Gray – Chief Executive, Technology Strategy Board

Professor Lynn Gladden – Pro-Vice Chancellor for Research, University of Cambridge

Note of meeting:
· Jim Iley and David James gave a presentation on the approach to research data being taken by the Royal Society of Chemistry (RSC). They highlighted long term sustainability as a key challenge for any initiative to make data more accessible, particularly given the rapid recent growth in data that is being stored. This was not just sustainability of infrastructure, but also in terms of people.  Often data deposition at an institutional level has been taken forward by enthusiasts, who then move on.  

· A central point of the RSC’s presentation was that there has been a lack of coordination/standardisation across institutional repositories within a discipline.   The challenge of looking across disciplinary boundaries was also raised, and some additional work to understand these join points was suggested.  GB said that in the process of developing Science as an open enterprise, they spoke to many groups and found there was no standardised normative way of pursuing data interests, so we needed to understand how particular disciplines dealt with their data.
· The subsequent discussion revealed a common view that a mixed economy of models was appropriate for research data. There was general agreement that co-ordination was needed at the level of subjects or disciplines, rather than leaving it to institutions.

· Emulating the model of the internet was discussed, i.e. a network of nodes being preferable to a huge capital project to create one central archive. But as with the internet, it was vital that there are common standards so data can be searched, linked and combined. Research funders can mandate their grant holders to supply data in a particular format, but a third party has fewer levers. There was general consensus that an approach of setting appropriate standards and then encouraging people to apply them in their own areas was better than trying to establish and maintain core repositories.
· That said, there were examples of discipline-level archives working well, such as the ESRC UK Data Archive. This costs £3-4 million per year and has 25,000 users. It covers the full range of social science disciplines, which was important particularly for cross-disciplinary questions such as those being investigated by government officials. In terms of privacy, the “jigsaw effect”, whereby anonymisation can be reversed by linking previously unrelated datasets, remained a concern.
· The Department of Health reported that a key lesson from the NIHR’s agreement of standards for research data was to not “over-engineer”, as it risks getting you into a long process that can often not get anywhere.  PK highlighted the WC3 model as an example of good practice. NS suggested you cannot anticipate the standards of the future, so you need to build in flexibility.
· One additional challenge raised was that QR-funded research has often been done in industrial or international collaborations, where the secondary funder might well view the data as confidential. 
· Although in full support of the open data agenda HEFCE felt that, taking account of the discussion in the rest of the meeting, we were not currently at a stage where a compliance condition could be formulated for open access to data in the next REF.
· Acknowledging that there was a lot of enthusiasm and activity in this area, there was support for the UK to take a leadership position internationally, in terms of corralling the associated research agendas in this area.  

· There was also a suggestion from TP that problems with data sharing within disciplines may have meant that the researchers weren’t communicating enough. This might have occurred in fields where there was not a strong international imperative to do so, unlike climate change.
· It was agreed that the Royal Society would run a 1-2 day forum, as a follow up to Science as an open enterprise, to discuss inter alia metadata standards. It would also be a chance for the community to set out the things that government could do to further this agenda. David Willetts suggested he would write on behalf of the RSTB to the convenor, to set out some questions they would like to see addressed. (ACTION).

· The issue of skills and capability came up a number of times, which included concerns around future workforce of librarians with appropriate data skills, and the data deposition skills of researchers themselves. JO’R suggested it might be worth reflecting on skills in this area again at a future date. The Secretariat flagged the development of the government’s Data Capability Strategy, currently underway.

RSTB Secretariat, 10 September 2013

