
Universities will be rewarded for backing forensic
science research, MPs hear
Adrian O’Dowd

London

Universities will be financially rewarded for investing in
research in forensic science, MPs have been told. The move is
an attempt to bolster research in the area despite the closure of
the Forensic Science Service early next year.
The government announced in December 2010 that the Forensic
Science Service—the government owned company that analyses
crime scene evidence for police forces and government agencies
in England and Wales—will close by March 2012. As the
service is wound down the government will transfer its work
to private companies (which already carry out 40% of forensic
work), and some forensic work is already being carried out by
police forces themselves.
The House of Commons Science and Technology Committee
was holding an evidence session for an inquiry to examine the
government’s response to the committee’s previous inquiry held
earlier this year into the closure of the Forensic Science Service.
In the report from the earlier inquiry, published in July, the
committee heavily criticised the government, claiming that the
Home Office had sidelined its chief scientific adviser, Bernard
Silverman, in deciding to close the service and for failing to
give enough consideration to the effects on research and
development in forensic science (BMJ 2011;343:d4210, doi:10.
1136/bmj.d4210).
The committee urged the government to extend the deadline for
closure by at least six months from the official end date ofMarch
2012.
As part of the inquiry the BMA submitted written evidence from
its forensic medicine committee, which represents doctors
working within forensic medicine, saying that the service’s
closure would have a detrimental effect on the quality and
standards of forensic evidence available to the courts and that
it could lead to a loss of experts.
At the evidence session on 19 December MPs asked about the
effects of the decision on research and development—a vital
area in which groundbreaking work can result in new methods
of identifying perpetrators of crime.
The MPs asked whether any work had been done so far with
the various research councils to establish forensic science as a
strategic priority.
Professor Silverman, giving evidence, said that he had been in
discussion with the Higher Education Funding Council for
England, the research councils, and the Technology Strategy
Board.

He said, “I had an email today from HEFCE [the Higher
Education Funding Council for England] which said additional
assessors will be appointed in 2012-13 in the research excellence
framework [the new system for assessing the quality of research
in UK higher education institutions], and the subpanel chairs
are going to be explicitly reminded about judging the impact of
research on forensic science practice.
“This is important because it makes clear to university deans
that if they support forensic science in their universities, then
that will be fairly judged in the impact calculations and therefore
the universities will get money back for doing it.”
The research councils had given some indication that they would
consider how to raise the profile of forensic science, but no
specific pledges had yet been made to prioritise it.
MPs asked how many staff members were left in the Forensic
Science Service as it was in the transition to closure, to which
the Home Office minister James Brokenshire, also giving
evidence, replied that 510 of its original 1600 employees remain
in the service.
Asked what percentage of the scientific staff who had left had
remained within forensic science in the United Kingdom, he
said that this was difficult to answer.
“A number of staff may well have taken jobs in other fields and
may have taken jobs with forensic service providers,” said Mr
Brokenshire.
“At the end of the process in March we will seek to obtain
information from the relevant private companies—the forensic
providers—to obtain as good an indication as we can as to the
number of FSS [Forensic Science Service] staff who have
accepted employment with them as part of the transition.”
Mr Brokenshire added: “Whilst this has been a difficult process
and this was a difficult decision to take, we still maintain that
it was the right decision to take in relation to the future of
forensics, and this will provide efficiencies and an effective
service moving forward.”
Theminister told the committee that the service’s archive, which
contains case files and samples, would be preserved and would
operate as a “residual part of the service,” to be based at two
sites in the West Midlands at an estimated running cost of £2m
(€2.4m; $3.1m) a year.

The Forensic Science Service: Seventh Report of Session 2010-12 is
at www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201012/cmselect/cmsctech/
855/85502.htm.
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