Nuffield Council on Bioethics

About the Council
Introduction

The Nuffield Council on Bioethics was established by the Trustees of the Nuffield Foundation in 1991 to identify, examine and report on the ethical questions raised by recent advances in biological and medical research. Since 1994, it has been funded jointly by The Nuffield Foundation, the Medical Research Council and The Wellcome Trust.
New developments in medicine and biology raise important ethical issues. The Nuffield Council on Bioethics is required, in its terms of reference, to consider these issues. Having just passed its twentieth year, the Council has achieved an international reputation, based on quality and independence, for providing advice that assists policy-making, addresses public concerns and stimulates debate in bioethics.

Terms of Reference

The Council's terms of reference require it:

1
To identify and define ethical questions raised by recent advances in biological and medical research in order to respond to, and to anticipate, public concern;

2
To make arrangements for examining and reporting on such questions with a view to promoting public understanding and discussion; this may lead, where needed, to the formulation of new guidelines by the appropriate regulatory or other body;

3
In the light of the outcome of its work, to publish reports; and to make representations, as the Council may judge appropriate.

Funding

The Council is jointly funded by The Nuffield Foundation, the Medical Research Council and The Wellcome Trust.  These funding bodies do not seek to influence the Council's choice of which topics to examine. The funding structure is on a five year rolling system, designed to allow the Council and its secretariat some flexibility to plan future work while maintaining intellectual independence and giving adequate financial stability.  Occasionally, the Council also receives funds for specific projects: for example, in 2004 the Medical Research Council, the Wellcome Trust, the UK Department for International Development and the Rockefeller Foundation provided funding for a Workshop on the ethics of research related to healthcare in developing countries; and in 2010 the Nuffield Foundation and the Arts and Humanities Research Council agreed to jointly fund a Council-based Fellowship on Solidarity as a core value in contemporary bioethics.

The Council’s funding is currently secure to the end of 2012.  Future funding to 2016 has been agreed in principle, subject to the satisfactory completion of a strategic review that the Council is about to undertake, in which it will consider its future role in light of the changing bioethics environment.   The incoming Chair will be expected to play a significant part in this review, and to take up their position in time to present it formally to the funders in early spring 2012. 

Membership

The Chair of the Council is appointed by the Nuffield Foundation, in consultation with the MRC and the Wellcome Trust, for a period of five years. The Council appoints its own members independently. Members are drawn from relevant fields of expertise, including science, medicine, philosophy and law.  There are generally between fifteen and twenty members in all.  They serve on the Council for three years, with the possibility of an additional three-year term. When vacancies arise, the Council advertises widely and a copy of the advertisement is placed on this website. A Membership Panel considers and makes recommendations to the Council on future members selected from the respondents to the advertisement. Selection is based on the following agreed criteria:

· If professionally engaged in bioethics and/or biomedicine, members should be nationally or internationally recognised in their field, or show the potential for being so; 

· Must be able to demonstrate an interest in bioethics; 

· Must be willing to contribute to bioethical debate in an open and constructive manner; 

· Must be prepared and able to work with others; 

· Must have good skills in analysis and communication. 

The Council aims to achieve an appropriate balance as regards gender and ethnic background. Members do not receive remuneration, but reasonable travel expenses are paid.
The Council’s position in the UK policy framework

The landscape of policy-making in bioethics has changed significantly during the Council’s twenty-year history, and indeed it continues to change. The Council was established by the Nuffield Foundation in 1991, in response to concerns that there was no government-sponsored national body responsible for overseeing developments in biomedicine and biotechnology. There was seen to be a need for an independent body that could review developments in research, identify ethical issues, make recommendations about policy and stimulate public discussion. 

The Council’s independence of government has become increasingly important, particularly as a result of growing public unease about aspects of biomedicine and biotechnology. The Council perceives its independence as critical to help maintain public trust in its work.

In 2000, following a review of the regulatory framework for biotechnology, the government decided not to create an official national bioethics advisory body, as exists in many other countries. This decision was taken on the basis that the Nuffield Council, together with other scientific advisory committees, the ethics committees of professional bodies such as the BMA, and some parliamentary committees already fulfilled the role. A similar view was taken when the question was revisited during Parliamentary debates in 2008.  

Other Government bodies, such as the Human Genetics Commission, the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Authority and the Human Tissue Authority, are often called on to give advice to Government on ethical matters falling within their respective areas, and the Council regularly consults with these various bodies, both formally and informally, and with the Department of Health.  However, as a result of the Government’s recent review of Arms’ Length Bodies (ALBs), these particular organisations are set to disappear, and certain of their functions will be taken up within other bodies with broader remits.  The bioethics advisory landscape is therefore in a state of transition, and the role of the Council is certain to change. 
How does the Council work?

Members of the Council meet quarterly. During these meetings, the Council reviews recent biomedical and biological advances that raise ethical questions and considers possible topics for further exploration. It reviews the work of its sub-groups and drafts reports as they are being prepared, and, once content, signs off each new report for publication. In addition to quarterly meetings, the Council holds an annual ‘Forward Look’ meeting which considers candidate topics in greater detail, and provides opportunities for discussion amongst Council members about the role of the Council and its methods of working, drawing on the expertise of invited speakers. Separate sub-groups of the Council also meet to discuss specific matters in more detail, for example Council membership and work with education and young people.

How does the Council select topics to examine?

The Council has a sub-group on future work which meets to identify and consider new topics that may need examination and make suggestions to Council. The Council also consults a wide range of external sources, including government, institutes and societies, industry, non-governmental bodies and researchers engaged in biological and biomedical research. The Council discusses these recommendations, before selecting topics for its future work programme. For a topic to be selected, it must fit the following conditions:

· be novel: be linked to substantial new developments in medicine or biology; 

· raise ethical questions and concerns of some complexity; 

· be timely: the Council aims to be proactive in its selection of new topics; 

· produce a Report or Discussion Paper that would be likely to have an important impact on policy or practice; 

· be within the Council’s terms of reference. 

Typically, once the Council has selected a potential topic for consideration, it sets up a workshop which aims to identify and discuss relevant issues and decide whether it merits further examination. If so, the Council will establish a working party to examine and report on the ethical, social, legal, and practical issues.

What is a working party?

Once the Council has identified a major ethical issue that it wishes to pursue, it establishes a working party to examine and report on the issue. Each working party consists of an independent chair and seven to fourteen members appointed by the Council, two of whom are usually also Council members. Working party members are chosen to represent a range of specialist experience and skills and the Council tries to ensure that they cover a wide range of views. The Chair is co-opted as a member of the Council during the course of the working party, to help communication between the working party and the Council. 

Producing a report typically takes about eighteen months, during which time the working party will have up to ten meetings to examine issues, consider and develop arguments, and draft the report. The working party will also conduct a public consultation exercise. Typically more than 100 responses are received, and the results have proved extremely useful, providing a wide range of views on almost all the issues of concern. In addition, a number of fact-finding meetings are arranged on specialist topics. Working parties are supported by the secretariat, with a senior member serving as secretary to the group.

The working party produces their report in consultation with the Council. The Council reviews drafts of each report before it is submitted for peer review and then approves the final report prior to publication. External experts, chosen by the working party and members of Council, carry out the peer review. These experts are selected to represent a spectrum of opinion and expected to provide constructive criticism. Once a report is approved by the Council, it becomes the report of the Council.

Occasionally the Council will establish smaller groups to prepare discussion papers, such as the 2000 paper on stem cell research, which are shorter and more closely focused than its major reports, and which are prepared over a shorter timescale.

Time Commitment
In addition to the quarterly meetings and the annual ‘Forward Look’ mentioned above, there are other events members are invited to attend.  These include, for example, workshops to explore whether a particular topic should be looked at by a working party and meetings with the French and German national bioethics commissions.  There may also be the possibility of becoming the member of a working party.  Our members usually attend about 6 meetings a year.  This would of course increase if an individual agreed to be on a working party.
As chair, there would be further possible involvement, for example, representing the Council at meetings, taking part in the launch of reports and meetings with the Council’s Director.  The time commitment varies, but averages three days a month.  The Chair is paid an honorarium of £7,000.
