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�
RURAL AFFAIRS AND ENVIRONMENT RESEARCH STRATEGY FOR 2016-2021:  
a response to the Scottish Government’s consultation  
 
Summary 
 
 The Main Research Providers (MRPs) are a distinctive specialist resource and we support 

the Scottish Government’s proposal to continue to use them as the principal providers of 
strategic rural affairs and environment (RAE) research. To avoid the financial resource 
for the delivery of the research strategy being spread too thinly across a potentially 
broader range of topics, priority should be given to strengthening those research areas in 
which Scotland already leads and those where it can further develop its capacity and 
expertise to potentially excel in the future.  

 
 The research strategy should be strengthened by making it clear how it will integrate with, 

and support, relevant sectoral strategies. This would help provide for a more coordinated 
approach.  

 
 Whatever form the final research structure takes, it will be crucial to ensure that there is 

integration across the research themes and outcomes. There is a risk that the 
administrative boundaries by which the Scottish Government manages its business can 
result in a lack of policy connectivity and reduce opportunities for ‘win-win’ outcomes 
that deliver on more than one of the strategic priority areas.  

 
 While there is already significant engagement between the MRPs and the HEIs, it will be 

important to ensure that the links between them continue to be strengthened. We propose 
that consideration should be given to establishing formal engagement links between 
RESAS and the SFC. As part of this, RESAS and the SFC could explore the co-funding of a 
Doctoral Training Partnership in the research themes covered by the strategy. The SFC 
would also be well placed to assist the MRPs in leveraging funds from other sources, 
including the EU’s Horizon 2020 research programme. 

 
 The operation of the Centres of Expertise (CoEs) should be kept under review. It is 

crucially important that they remain relevant and are able to look ahead to emerging 
future developments. A strategic approach should be taken to ensure closure of a CoE 
once it has served its useful purpose. This would help ensure that the limited resources 
can be re-directed to research collaborations that are constituted to address the most 
pressing issues facing Scotland, now and in the future.    
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 The Strategic Partnerships were established in order to enhance closer collaboration 
between the MRPs, HEIs and business. To announce that the Strategic Partnerships will 
be phased out without a clear view of what will replace them indicates a degree of 
discontinuity that is of substantial concern. Unnecessary disruption and uncertainty 
should be avoided. As an alternative model to the Strategic Partnerships, there would be 
logic in developing an approach similar to the Innovation Centres that are being 
introduced by the SFC.  

 
Introduction 
 
1. The Royal Society of Edinburgh (RSE), Scotland’s National Academy, welcomes the 

opportunity to contribute to the development of the Rural Affairs and Environment (RAE) 
Research Strategy for 2016-2021. In preparing this response the RSE has drawn on 
expertise within its Fellowship in those broad areas of research covered by the strategy.  
This response comments initially on a number of key issues. It then addresses each 
question in turn. The RSE looks forward to continuing to engage on the development of 
the research strategy and we would be pleased to discuss further any of the comments 
made in our response with those within the Scottish Government’s Rural and Environment 
Science and Analytical Services Division (RESAS).   

 
2. We recognise that the current consultation focuses on the high level vision and the key 

underlying principles for RESAS funding of rural affairs and environment research for 
2016-2021. Consequently we understand that the strategy will not detail how the RAE 
science will be delivered in practice. We assume that there will be further opportunity to 
comment more specifically on the science that will be undertaken through the programme, 
of which excellence should be the main criterion.  

 
3. The Main Research Providers (MRPs) are a distinctive specialist resource and we support 

the Scottish Government’s proposal to continue to use them as the principal providers of 
strategic RAE research. One of their great strengths is being able to connect users to 
research output. It will be important to ensure that the RAE research programme aligns 
with the financial resource which is available to support it. To avoid the resource being 
spread too thinly, priority should be given to strengthening those research areas in which 
Scotland already leads and where it can further develop its capacity and expertise to 
potentially excel in the future.  
 

4. There is a risk that this leadership could be put at risk if the research budget has to be 
spread over a potentially broader range of topics. Within the strategy document there is 
reference to the Scottish Government’s intention to create a new food body, Food 
Standards Scotland. However, it is not clear what implications, if any, this will have for 
the RAE research strategy. We would be concerned if it means that the available research 
budget has to be spread even more thinly than it is at present. Similarly, the RAE portfolio 
includes forestry but it is not clear how the research funded by RESAS will link with 
Forest Research.  

 
5. While the research strategy refers, for example, to climate change imperatives and 

ecosystem services, the ways in which the research strategy will integrate with and support 
relevant sectoral strategies is currently omitted from the consultation document. We are 
surprised that there is no mention of the Scottish Government strategies for Biodiversity, 
Land Use, Climate Change Adaptation, and Innovation.  The RAE research strategy would 
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be strengthened by making explicit links to existing relevant strategies in Scotland. This 
would help provide for a more coordinated approach.  

 
6. We recognise that the consultation is concerned with the future direction of the investment 

supported directly by RESAS. However, it is regrettable that it does not reflect the efforts 
that MRPs are making to leverage funds from other sources, including the EU’s Horizon 
2020 research programme. Indeed, we would very much support greater collaboration 
between the Scottish Funding Council (SFC) and RESAS that assists the MRPs in 
accessing Horizon 2020 funds. We return to this key issue of partnership and collaboration 
in response to a number of the consultation questions.  

 
Responses to the Consultation Questions 
 
Question 1: Do the 2011-2016 strategic priorities remain robust and relevant for the 
period 2016-2021?  
 
It will be important to ensure that the specific contribution made by the RESAS investment in 
scientific research continues to underpin: 
 

 Our rural communities and businesses; 
 The productivity and profitability of our agricultural sector;  
 The sustainable use of our natural resources; 
 The prevention and effective management and control of animal and plant diseases; 
 Our ability to respond effectively to global challenges including sustainable nutrition 

and climate change. 
 
Broadly speaking, the strategic priorities remain robust and relevant. However, given the 
present need to continue the recovery and sustainable growth of the Scottish economy, 
‘Supporting innovation and the economy’ should be afforded greater priority in the research 
strategy. As we set out in our introductory comments, the strategy needs to indicate more 
clearly which sectors of the economy and which sectoral strategies the research strategy will 
support. The research strategy should be clear about the ways in which business and socio-
economic innovation will be facilitated to benefit the economy.  
 
Policy and applied research in Scottish and international contexts must have strong scientific 
foundations. We therefore agree that there continues to be a need for the strategic priority, 
‘Supporting policy and practice’.  
 
The strategic priority ‘scientific resilience’ is, in our view, overly restrictive as it could be 
interpreted as meaning that maintenance of the scientific status quo is the most that could be 
achieved. We recommend that this priority should be amended to reflect the ambition to 
enhance Scotland’s leadership in rural affairs and environmental science.   
 
We therefore suggest that the priorities adopted for 2016-2021 should be: 
 

 Supporting innovation and the economy;  
 Supporting policy and practice;  
 Enhancing Scotland’s rural affairs and environment science base.  
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Question 2: Do these ‘enabling principles’ set the right context or should additional 
principles be adopted? 
 
One of the great strengths of the MRPs is their ability to make the connection between 
research output and the users who put that research into practice. This includes opportunities 
for researchers and research users to meet. Arguably, this interaction could be covered by the 
enabling principle of ‘Exchanging Knowledge’. However, this and the enabling principle of 
‘Inspiring Innovation’ are now a little dated in the way that they are conceived. It is now well 
understood that the process of successful transfer of research into practice within the sectors 
supported by the RAE portfolio has an essential requirement for the research output to be 
closely linked with the process of technological or business innovation. In essence the R&D 
output needs to be tailored to meet the innovation requirements of the sector.  
 
In relation to the enabling principle of ‘Maintaining National and International Capability’, 
we recommend that the national and international dimensions would be better served if they 
were to be made distinct principles. National Capability would refer to the provision of 
databases and other infrastructure that are needed to underpin the research capacity in 
Scotland while International Capability is the ability of Scotland to lead internationally. We 
further suggest that the aspiration should be to develop and expand these capabilities rather 
than merely maintain them.  
 
Question 3: Are the high level outcomes sufficiently clear, if not, what changes would 
you propose?   
 
Question 4: Are the three broad themes identified an appropriate way of structuring 
our work? If not, what alternatives should be considered? 
 
Taking these questions together, the reference to the adoption of ‘systems thinking’ (section 
7.3) is potentially very important but there is a lack of detail as to what this is actually going 
to mean in practice. This part of the document would benefit from a more explicit statement 
of what is being proposed.  
 
The high level outcomes are not sufficiently clear and the ‘complexity’ referred to in the 
bulleted section on page 10 serves simply to highlight the challenges rather than the planned 
outcomes.  
 
The three strategic research themes provide sufficiently broad objectives to allow a fairly full 
range of policy outcomes to be included in the programme. However, the structure of the 
outcomes is difficult to interpret in terms of the programmes of work. For example, it is not 
clear to us why ‘Diverse and resilient energy supply chains’ has been included and it is 
difficult to envisage how this will be addressed by the programme. We are very surprised that 
there is no reference to crops under the research theme, ‘Productive and Viable Land Use’. 
Indeed, crop research is not mentioned at all in the document. This is a significant omission 
that needs to be addressed.  
 
Whatever form the final research structure takes, it will be crucial to ensure that there is 
integration across the research themes and outcomes. For example, ‘Healthy and sustainable 
diets’ should be closely linked with the food production related outcomes. We are concerned 
that administrative boundaries by which the Government manages its business can result in a 
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lack of policy connectivity.  This can be demonstrated by the fact that there is a Scottish 
Government Directorate for Agriculture, Food and Rural Communities and a separate one for 
Environment & Forestry. The current structures could inhibit the achievement of a joined-up 
approach and reduce opportunities for ‘win-win’ outcomes that deliver on more than one of 
the strategic priority areas.  
 
Question 5: How can the SG maximise the benefits of on-going investment in the MRPs 
to build and benefit from the connectivity with the wider science base? 
 
The MRPs are a distinctive specialist resource and we agree with that they should continue to 
be used as the principal provider of the programme. There are also many links between the 
MRPs and the wider science base in the HEIs (and importantly in industry). The way in 
which links with HEIs can be encouraged is by the creation of joint appointments and by the 
secondment of staff for periods between institutions. Allied to this, RESAS could consider 
collaboration with the SFC to explore the co-funding of a Doctoral Training Partnership in 
the research themes covered by the strategy. As well as expanding the relevant skills base, 
this would facilitate greater partnership working between the MRPs and the HEIs and, 
crucially, between RESAS and the SFC.  
 
We would also encourage the Scottish Government to think more creatively about the ways 
in which the MRPs could harness other UK-wide funding and partnership opportunities. 
Unlike the HEIs, currently the majority of the non-university MRPs (i.e. the James Hutton 
Institute and the Moredun) are not eligible to apply for Research Council funding. This is 
despite many of the areas funded by the Research Councils being directly relevant to them 
and the fact that the MRPs possess the high-quality research capacity required.  
 
Question 6: What are your views of the performance and operation of the CoEs to date; 
are there any additional areas that would benefit from such support? 
 
The virtual Centres of Expertise (CoEs) are conceptually very sound. They provide a means 
of making connections between the MRPs, HEIs, policy makers, industry and other research 
users in the following areas of high policy importance: Water, Climate Change, and Animal 
Disease Outbreaks.  
 
We recognise that the operation of the CoEs continues to evolve and that they must be kept 
under review, particularly in terms of their purpose, objectives, leadership and the level of 
investment. It is crucially important that they remain relevant and are able to look ahead to 
emerging future developments. The CoEs should be considered as non-permanent ‘task and 
finish’ structures rather than continuing indefinitely. A strategic approach should be taken to 
ensure closure of a CoE once it has served its useful purpose. This would help to ensure that 
the limited resources can be re-directed to research collaborations that are constituted to 
address the most pressing issues facing Scotland, now and in the future. 
 
The Scottish Government may also wish to consider whether there is an opportunity to form 
collaborative CoEs with the other devolved administrations in the UK. Given that those areas 
considered to be of high policy importance in Scotland are likely to be similarly important to 
the other devolved administrations, there may be efficiency gains to be made from joint 
approaches. 
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In terms of considering whether Scotland can learn from models adopted elsewhere, we 
commend to the Scottish Government the Australian Government’s Cooperative Research 
Centres (CRC) programme1. This supports industry led research partnerships between 
publicly funded researchers, business, and the community to address major long term 
challenges.  
 
Question 7: Do you agree with the SGs proposal to end support for the SPs and to 
explore alternative mechanisms to strengthen engagement between its investment in 
research and the business sectors it aims to support?  
 
Question 8: Do you have any proposals for how the research portfolio can better link to 
the business community to deliver the desired outcome? 
 
Taking these questions together, section 8.2.4 of the strategy is very unsatisfactory. The 
Strategic Partnerships presently encompass a major part of the RAE programme which is of 
relevance to rural industries and businesses. To announce that the Strategic Partnerships will 
be phased out without a clear view of what will replace them indicates a degree of 
discontinuity that is of substantial concern.  
   
It is insufficient to indicate that ‘alternative mechanisms’ will be explored. There needs to be 
a clear statement in the strategy of what mechanisms are going to replace the Strategic 
Partnerships and a clear timetable for their introduction. This timetable should be designed to 
provide continuity of working within the ongoing programmes, so avoiding unnecessary 
disruption.           
 
The Strategic Partnerships were established to provide a mechanism to enhance closer 
collaboration between the MRPs, HEIs and business in the key sectors of animal science and 
food and drink science. We believe that the Strategic Partnerships would have benefitted 
from greater articulation from RESAS as to how they should operate and on the reporting 
structures employed. The Scottish Government should also not lose sight of the fact that the 
Strategic Partnership for Animal Science in particular was successful at leveraging funds 
from other sources.  
 
As an alternative model to the Strategic Partnerships, there would be logic in developing an 
approach similar to the Innovation Centres that are being introduced by the SFC. These have 
a clear industry-led aspect to the development and strategic management of the programmes 
of work.   
 
Question 9: Is the purpose and value of underpinning capacity sufficiently clear, if not 
how can it be improved? 
 
Yes, the purpose and value of underpinning capacity is sufficiently clear. However, it will be 
essential to ensure that investment in underpinning capacity at the MRPs not only maintains 
but provides for expansion of capacity across the sector. Opportunities for leveraging funding 
from other sources should certainly be explored. 
 
  

                                                 
1 https://www.crc.gov.au/Pages/default.aspx  
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Question 10: Do you have any views regarding the performance and use of the Contract 
Research Fund, including how it could be improved? 
 
The Contract Research Fund serves a useful purpose by enabling the commissioning of short 
term policy led research projects and also to enable co-funding with other bodies such as the 
Research Councils. In order to further develop Scotland’s RAE science base, it should be 
explored whether more innovative use could be made of the Contract Research Fund in order 
to leverage funds from other sources.  
 
Question 11: Could the overall delivery model be further simplified in a way which still 
enables SG to meet its strategic priorities for the portfolio, if so how? 
 
There is a need to ensure that the RAE programme aligns with the financial resource which is 
available to support it. To avoid the resource being spread too thinly, priority should be given 
to strengthening those research areas in which Scotland already leads and where it can further 
develop its capacity and expertise.  
 
Question 12: Do you have specific suggestions as to how the RESAS research strategy 
can contribute to the delivery of the objectives of the CAMERAS (Coordinated Agenda 
for Marine, Environment and Rural Affairs Science) partnership? 
 
It will be important to ensure that there is synergy between the RAE research strategy and the 
CAMERAS initiative. As we indicate in our answer to Q.11, it will not be possible to support 
everything that RESAS and CAMERAS partners would wish to. It will be a case of 
identifying shared priorities and nurturing those areas of research in which Scotland already 
excels and supporting those where Scotland could potentially lead in the future.   
 
Question 13: Do you have any suggestions for developing the partnership with other 
research funders? 
 
Given the extreme pressures on staff resources within the Scottish Government, one approach 
to consider is the appointment of a short-term part-time secondee (with experience of 
working with other funders) to work with Scottish Government officers and colleagues in 
other research funding bodies to develop a paper which explores the opportunities for co-
funding. 
 
Question 14: Do you have any particular suggestions as to how greater engagement with 
the HEI sector might be achieved?  
 
While there is already significant engagement between the MRPs and HEIs, consideration 
could be given to the MRPs holding open days so that they can demonstrate what they have 
to offer to HEIs.  This would seem to be a way of bridging the gap between the MRPs and the 
HEIs, help clarify the RAE science landscape and provide additional opportunities to discuss 
possible collaborations.   
 
As we have indicated already, it will also be important that engagement between RESAS and 
the HEI sector is strengthened. We propose that consideration should be given to establishing 
formal engagement links between RESAS and the SFC. We believe that SFC would be 
particularly well placed to assist MRPs in accessing European sources of funding.  
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Question 15: Are the research outputs from the RESAS portfolio of research readily 
accessible or can this be further improved, if so how? 
 
We recognise that the previous research strategy put a lot of emphasis into ensuring that the 
research outputs from the RESAS portfolio are publicly accessible. Efforts in this regard 
should continue. We note that the Knowledge Scotland website2 is a freely accessible 
resource for policy makers, practitioners and wider stakeholders that is focused in the food, 
health, environment and rural sectors underpinned by the RESAS research programme.  
 
Question 16: Is the current performance management approach fit for purpose or can it 
be improved, if so how?  
 
It is difficult to comment on this because up-to-date information and analysis of the 
performance management system is not provided in the consultation.  
 
 
Additional Information and References 
 
Advice Papers are produced on behalf of the RSE Council by an appropriately diverse 
working group in whose expertise and judgement the Council has confidence. This Advice 
Paper has been signed off by the General Secretary. 
 
In preparing this Advice Paper we would like to draw attention to the following RSE 
responses which are relevant to this subject: 
 

 The Report of a Joint Royal Society of Edinburgh and Scottish Environment LINK 
Discussion Forum on The Future of Scotland’s Biodiversity (December 2013)  
 

 The Royal Society of Edinburgh’s response to the Scottish Government’s consultation 
on Planning Scotland’s Seas – Scotland’s National Marine Plan (November 2013)  
 

 The Royal Society of Edinburgh’s response to the Scottish Government’s consultation 
on The 2020 Challenge for Scotland’s Biodiversity (September 2012) 
 

 The Royal Society of Edinburgh’s response to the Scottish Government consultation 
on A Land Use Strategy for Scotland (December 2010)  
 

 The Royal Society of Edinburgh’s response to the Scottish Government’s consultation 
on A Coordinated Agenda for Marine, Environment and Rural Affairs Science 
(CAMERAS) (March 2009)  

 
Any enquiries about this Advice Paper should be addressed to the RSE’s Consultations 
Officer, William Hardie (Email: evidenceadvice@royalsoced.org.uk) 
 
Responses are published on the RSE website (www.royalsoced.org.uk). 
 
The Royal Society of Edinburgh, Scotland's National Academy, is Scottish Charity No. 
SC000470 

                                                 
2 www.knowledgescotland.org/  


