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Taking engagement online

Throughout the COVID-19 lockdown, 
the RSE has continued its programme of 
public engagement events by presenting 
them online, where possible. 

On 4 May, in partnership with the 
Royal Academy of Engineering, it hosted 
the ‘Bringing space down to earth’ 
webinar with a panel of experts  
to discuss the use of space technology 
and highlight Scotland’s contribution, 
which spans R&D, microsatellite 
platforms and satellite data services.

Through the lively discussion chaired 
by RSE President, Dame Anne Glover; it 
became clear that Scotland is well placed 
to develop its thriving space sector. 

A week later, Professor Sarah 
Skerratt, RSE Director of Programmes 
and Scientific Director of the Scottish 
Consortium for Rural Research (SCRR), 

hosted the 2020 Peter Wilson Lecture: 
Young People and Evidence: lessons from 
youth debate on climate change. 

Five young speakers summarised their 
thoughts into short videos, which the 
audience of more than 100 then watched 
before engaging in the live debate with a 
group of international panelists.

Professor Skerratt said: “What struck 
me was the diversity of voices and the 
importance of that diversity for ensuring 
a more complete understanding of the 
challenges and opportunities we now 
face. We were challenged to act both as 
individuals and as a collective, and look 
forward with hope rather than building 
scenarios only around deficit models, 
using data and technology.”  
  To watch recent RSE events, visit  
bit.ly/2Bd0mj4

Welcome to the summer issue of the RSE 
newsletter, ReSourcE. When I signed off the 
last issue in February, I could never have 
imagined the massive disruption to our 
lives that was to come with the coronavirus 
outbreak. Undoubtedly, the pandemic has 
wide-ranging and far-reaching impacts, 
well beyond the disease itself, that will 
significantly affect society for a considerable 
time to come. Against that backdrop, we 
have established a Post-COVID-19 Futures 
Commission to help support Scotland’s 
response to, and emergence from, the crisis 
– you can read more about the Commission 
and its work throughout the magazine 
along with wider insights from Fellows and 
members of the RSE’s Young Academy on 
some of the implications of COVID-19.

It is good to be reminded however, that 
life is not all about COVID-19, and in this 
edition you can also learn about our latest 
cohort of Enterprise Fellows. The ideas and 
imagination of these emerging entrepreneurs 
never ceases to amaze me and this year is no 
different, with a multitude of innovations 
from converting sunlight to heat, to finding 
activity routes for cycling, running and 
walking, to detecting cancer earlier. 

This practical application of research 
and knowledge is core to RSE’s mission of 
‘knowledge made useful’ and you can read 
about the use of forensic science in the 
courtroom and work to support the treatment 
of women with the chronic pain condition 
endometriosis. 

If there are particular issues you would like 
to see covered in future editions, please do 
drop us a line at resource@theRSE.org.uk. In 
the meantime, I hope you enjoy this edition of 
ReSourcE and that life is a little more settled 
and predictable by the time we start to plan 
the next one in the Autumn. 
Dr Rebekah Widdowfield                
Chief Executive, RSE

Welcome our 
new Fellows
Sixty-four new Fellows have now joined 
around 1,600 existing RSE Fellows as  
part of the 2020 cohort, hailing from  
fields as diverse as mental health, law, 
particle physics, theatre direction and 
gender relations. 

Their diverse expertise and experience, 
means that, as an organisation, the RSE 
continues to be well-placed to respond to 
issues of the day with clear and informed 
thinking, free from commercial or political 
influence. Additionally, the RSE Fellows’ 
collective talents can often unlock or inspire 
new potential and fresh solutions to some of 
the most complex issues Scotland’s society 
faces today.

This year’s list includes many leading 
academics, such as Professor Francisca 
Mutapi, a world-expert on global health 
and tropical diseases. 

On being made an RSE Fellow, Professor 

Mutapi said: “Progressive partnerships 
and collaborative efforts between the RSE 
and other global academies are invaluable 
for effectively addressing domestic and 
international societal challenges. As 
a Fellow of the Zimbabwe Academy 
of Sciences and the African Academy 
of Sciences (AAS), I look forward to 
facilitating working relationships within 
the RSE and the AAS to share knowledge, 
research and best practise across the globe.” 
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O
ver a matter of months, 
the COVID-19 
pandemic has rendered 
our daily lives virtually 
unrecognisable. As 
people await a fuller 
return to normality, 

policymakers are navigating a rapidly changing 
context in order to safeguard the nation against 
further disruption and to prepare for recovery 
after the outbreak has subsided. Scotland’s 
people and economy have already suffered 
profound impacts, and informed decision-
making will be critical to mitigating the  
worst of these. 

Robust evidence can decipher the uncertain 
and guard against costly conjecture, and in 
a time of sensationalised media headlines 
and deliberate disinformation, it can also be 
a source of comfort. This is not to say that 
evidence is static or indisputable. Rather, 
generating evidence is a dynamic process 
of building on what we already know to 
uncover what we do not. We do not yet have 
a vaccine for COVID-19, but we know how 
to develop one thanks to discoveries in fields 
like microbiology and medicine. We might not 
know the exact number of COVID-19 cases 
Scotland will ultimately report, but we can 
use statistics to model and plan for different 
scenarios. We cannot predict how any one 
individual may react to lockdown measures, 
but we can look to psychology to help design 
effective large-scale behaviour change 
campaigns. In the face of an issue as fast-
moving and all-encompassing as COVID-19, 
the value of robust evidence in guiding national 
responses and providing sound information to 
citizens cannot be overstated. 

Against that backdrop, an RSE Post-

COVID-19 Futures Commission has been 
established to support Scotland in emerging as 
positively as it can from the current pandemic. 
Bringing together leading practitioners and 
thinkers from across society, the Commission 
will help identify and address some of the 
immediate policy implications of the outbreak 
and promote discussions around some of the 
bigger questions that the pandemic – and our 
response to it – raise about the kind of society 
we wish to be. In some ways, the questions 
we ask in the aftermath of COVID-19 could 
be more important than those we pose in 
the present. The upheaval brought on by 
a national crisis, while overwhelming, 
can also be an opportunity to learn 
important lessons and make fundamental 
improvements to our current processes and 
institutions that are informed by evidence, 
expertise and public dialogue. 

The Commission met for the first time in 
May via a Zoom call where it began to identify 
a number of broad areas for attention: data, 
evidence and science; resilience and a whole 
set of issues related to how people are valued 
and engagement in decision-making. This 
will be used to inform the development of an 
outline work programme.

There is no doubt that globally we are 
facing a most enormous challenge in dealing 
with COVID-19, and our way of life and 
economies will be subject to substantial 
disruption. However, the hope is that this 
crisis can be used as an opportunity to think 
critically about the present structures of 
society in order to build a better future.

  If you have a question or comment  
on the Commission, please email:  
postcovidfutures@theRSE.org.uk

→ COVID-19

Harnessing evidence and 
expertise for better times ahead 
RSE President Professor Dame Anne Glover and CEO Dr Rebekah Widdowfield describe how RSE  
Fellows and others will share their knowledge for the public good as part of RSE Post COVID 19 Commission

RSE POST COVID-19 
COMMISSION MEMBERS:
 
•  Professor Dame Anne Glover, 

President, Royal Society of Edinburgh 
(Chair)

•  Professor Sir Ian Boyd FRSE, 
Professor of Biology, University of St 
Andrews and former Chief Scientific 
Adviser, DEFRA

•  Dame Sue Bruce FRSE, Electoral 
Commissioner, Scotland; former CEO 
City of Edinburgh, Aberdeen and East 
Dunbartonshire Councils

•  Professor Sir Harry Burns FRSE, 
Professor of Global Public Health, 
University of Strathclyde and former 
Chief Medical Officer, Scottish 
Government

•  Jim Fairbairn OBE FRSE, Chief 
Executive, Megger Group

•  Lesley Fraser, Director-General, 
Scottish Government

•  Caroline Gardner FRSE, Auditor 
General for Scotland

•  Peter McColl, Futures and Innovation 
Consultant and member Young 
Academy of Scotland

•  Louise Macdonald OBE, Chief 
Executive, Young Scot

•  Maureen McKenna, Executive Director 
of Education, Glasgow City Council

•  Professor Nasar Meer FRSE, Professor 
of Race, Identity and Citizenship, 
University of Edinburgh

•  Professor Sir Anton Muscatelli FRSE, 
Principal, University of Glasgow

•  James Naughtie FRSE, journalist and 
broadcaster

•  Professor Massimo Palmarini FRSE, 
Director of the MRC-University of 
Glasgow Centre for Virus Research, 
University of Glasgow

•  Dame Seona Reid FRSE, Chair, 
National Theatre of Scotland

•  Dr Rebekah Widdowfield, Chief 
Executive, Royal Society of Edinburgh

•  Talat Yaqoob FRSE, Independent 
consultant and researcher.

Members have been invited in a personal 
capacity and do not formally represent the 
organisations with which they are linked.

Members of the Commission attending the first meeting via Zoom in May
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→ NEW ENTERPRISE FELLOWS

A
midst the global 
coronavirus pandemic,  
a new group 
of academic 
entrepreneurs 
have been awarded 
prestigious RSE 

Enterprise Fellowships. Six innovators, each 
with an exciting business proposition, will 
now benefit from an equity-free package 
of support worth up to £90,000 each to 
aid them in the commercialisation of their 
project. The package includes a year’s salary, 
tailored business training and mentoring, 
business support funding and access to the 
RSE’s network of business contacts.

Whilst the UK Government requires 
social distancing measures to be in place,  

all training, mentoring and 
networking will be carried out 

via online platforms. 

Meet RSE’s 
newest  
Enterprise 
Fellows:

Simon Bennie, University 
of Bristol 

Funder: BBSRC 
Company/project: Narupa

Simon has developed immersive 
virtual reality software that allows 
multiple researchers to step into 
scientific simulations whilst they 
are operating. Using his software, 
users can develop new products 
and solve scientific problems faster, 
as the programme allows time and 
money savings, alongside requiring fewer 
technical skills to run the simulations. By 
providing better quality and faster 
simulation, Simon hopes to be 

able to reduce the R&D costs of designing new 
materials, enzymes, drug candidates or even 
petrochemical pipelines. Existing scientific 
software tools provide an 8x ROI and Simon 
believes his product will exceed this by 
offering up to 10x human speed 
on traditional approaches, and 
a further 10,000x saving in 
computing time. 

Jack Kennefick,  
University of Birmingham 
Funder: RSE 
Company/project: Targeted 
Epigenetic Profiling
Due to the growing and ageing 
population, cases of cancer are expected to 
double by 2030, putting unprecedented 
pressure on strained healthcare systems. As 
a result, there is an immense unmet need for 
the discovery of better biomarkers (indicators 
of the disease’s presence) that can be used to 
detect and diagnose cancer earlier.

Jack and his colleagues have developed 
a novel, targeted, epigenetic profiling 
technology capable of providing epigenetic 
information on a genome-wide scale. He 

plans to employ this technology to 
discover new cancer biomarkers 

and develop these markers into 
innovative clinical assays 
capable of early detection and 
diagnosis of multiple cancers.

Faisal Ghani,  
Heriot-Watt University 

Funder: RSE 
Company/project: SolarisKit

SolarisKit is a low-cost, 
flat-packable solar 

thermal 
collector, 

capable of converting sunlight directly into 
heat in the form of hot water. In the first 
instance, Faisal aims to take his technology 
to Rwanda, where currently up to 40% of 

household income is spent on energy, 
with 70% going towards heating 

hot water. It is hoped that 
SolarisKit will significantly 
improve the lives of millions 
of people in the developing 
world by providing clean, 
affordable energy, whilst also 

reducing carbon emissions.

Steven Owens,  
University of Strathclyde 

Funder: RSE 
Company/project: Huli
Huli offers a completely 
different way of 
finding the best 
routes anywhere 
in the world 
for sports such 
as cycling, 
running and 
hiking. All you 
need to do is tell it 
what you want from 
your chosen activity 
and Huli will do the rest.

Imagine you are abroad and want to 
find a one-hour run. How do you know 
where to go, what the terrain will be like 
and if it is suitable for your level of fitness? 
Huli can calculate a route in a few clicks, 
removing the need to guess or spend hours 
scrutinising maps.

Over time, Huli uses machine learning 
to understand what routes you like so that 
it can recommend future routes to match 
your adventure needs. 

You can’t stop 
innovation: new 
Enterprise Fellows 
announced

Jack Kennefick

Steven Owens
Simon Bennie

Faisal Ghani
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→ CASE STUDY
Peter Orrell  
Founder and CEO of MycoNourish

Peter Orrell, founder and CEO of 
MycoNourish, was an RSE Enterprise 
Fellow between 2017–18, funded by 
Scottish Enterprise. Based at the 
James Hutton Institute in Dundee, 
MycoNourish harnesses the power 
of beneficial fungi to enhance crop 
production. Using a ground-breaking 
process, the company customises 
‘arbuscular mycorrhizal fungi’ that work 
in symbiosis with plants, acting as a 
secondary root system to increase plant 
health and improve the quality and 
quantity of crop yields.

What positive impact could 
MycoNourish have on the 
environment?
One of the key benefits is to help to 
improve crop quality. In high value crops 
such as strawberries, an average of 10% 
of production falls below the quality 
standards required for retail markets.  
In the EU, ¤143 billion is lost by growers 
to wastage each year. By improving crop 
quality, we can reduce wastage, improve 
food security and reduce our reliance on 
imports – thus lowering the associated 
transport emissions.

What made you become an 
entrepreneur?
I started this journey because I was 
passionate about the underlying science 
and had a desire to see my academic 

interests used in the real world, 
making a positive impact. It is 

incredibly exciting to turn 
a concept into a reality 
that can help to make a 
difference.

What keeps you going when the going 
gets tough?
Running a new business is very much a 
rollercoaster ride! It is really important  
to take a step back and look at just how 
far you have come in a short amount of 
time. The positivity and enthusiasm of 
our team keeps me going. When things 
are difficult, that’s often when we have 
our most transformative ideas – turning  
a challenging situation into a really 
positive development.

What are you working on just now?
We are currently working on scaling up 
production to meet demand, as well as 
gearing up to launching our first two 
products. We are managing to juggle 
different aspects of the business and we 
are really excited for the months ahead. 
Following our production scale-up, we 
are launching on-farm trials, and we can’t 
wait to see the results!

What advice do you have for anyone 
thinking of applying for an RSE 
Enterprise Fellowship?
Go for it! It is truly transformative. The 
difference between where you are when 
you start and where you finish up is night 
and day; not only in your business, but 
also in your mindset. It gave me a head 
start, got me thinking about all the areas 
of the business that I needed to consider, 
and helped me to develop a robust 
roadmap for the business. The training 
was second to none, and the mentors 
were excellent. The business community 
in Scotland is so supportive – it really is 
one of the best places in the world to start 
a business. People with vast amounts of 
experience are happy to give you their 
time and we are incredibly grateful for  
the assistance we have received.

 Read the full article at bit.ly/3dcZeJD
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Alexander McVey,  
University of 
Edinburgh 
Funder: BBSRC 
Company/project: 
Affordable 

Automation of 
Microbial Flask-

Based Measurements
In the microbiology sector, 

early-stage R&D involves large amounts 
of manually culturing microbial samples. 
This is inefficient for companies who would 
like to automate but are prohibited by 
costs. Furthermore, the current method 
for estimating microbial growth doesn’t 
provide enough information for industrial 
biotechnology applications, pharmacological 
work on antimicrobial resistance or academic 
research, because these sectors require 
accurate information on cell morphology  
as well as cell number and biomass.

Alexander hopes to offer customers an 
inexpensive route into routine microbial 
culturing on a system that is smaller 
and cheaper than the currently available 
technology. His project is also modular, 
allowing customers to retrofit additional 
functionality to systems when required.

Sunil Sharma, University of St Andrews 
Funder: IBioIC/RSE 
Company/project: BioXBox (Enzymatic 
Halogenation Chips)
Carbon-halogen (C-X) bonds are critical 
to the activity of over 20% of clinically 
used pharmaceuticals and more than 80% 
of agrochemicals. However, these bonds 
are challenging to selectively install into 
molecules using traditional chemistry.  
Sunil’s research is focused on enzymes that 
can make these bonds in a green and efficient 
manner, directing the exact position of C-X 
formation so that only one product is formed. 
He has developed a concept for BioXBox flow 
chips, containing immobilised 
enzymes that offer an 
enzymatic solution to 
C-X formation. Simple 
and small, these devices 
can function on the 
microscale and allow 
substrate to be added 
on one side, and product 
to flow out the other side.

Alexander 
McVey, 

Sunil Sharma

Peter Orrell  
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→ RESEARCH GRANTS

Tell us a little about your project?
I am an early career researcher working on a project to  
improve diagnosis and treatment of women with the chronic  
pain condition endometriosis. My current project is 
investigating the role of interferons (inflammatory mediators) 
in endometriosis.

What inspired you to get into your field, and 
what excites you about your industry?
Women’s health, and more specifically menstrual health, is 
something that I am very passionate about. Endometriosis is a 
very complex disease which receives little attention, even though 
it affects one in 10 women during their reproductive years. 
Treatment options are limited with many women having multiple 
surgeries. The driving force behind my research effort is to 
improve their treatment options.

Biomedical research in women’s health is a truly international 
industry. I like the fact that I get to collaborate with other 
researchers all over the world, as this expands my ideas and 
increases my chances of achieving my goals. 

What was the key learning or finding enabled 
by this funding?
Australia does not have a national tissue bank for endometriosis 
and it is difficult to collect the range of patient samples I need for 
my research project. This funding allowed me to fly to Edinburgh 
to access the Excellence in Pelvic Pain and Endometriosis Care 
and Treatment (EXPPECT) tissue bank, a comprehensive bank of 
patient-matched samples which has been collected over the last 10 
years. Prior to this funding we did not know whether the cytokine 
I have been investigating was present in the endometriosis lesions 

Funding is a  
gateway to  

new possibilities 
In 2019, RSE Fellow Professor Phillipa Saunders secured a Visitors to Scotland grant for 
Australia-based Dr Fiona Cousins to further their mutual interests in developing novel 

therapies for endometriosis. Now based at the Hudson Institute of Medical Research in Australia, 
Dr Cousins talks about her research and the benefit of the grant in furthering her career

“This funding 
has fast-tracked 
my research.”
DR FIONA COUSINS
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Celebrating former
RSE Fellows 

that are the hallmark of the disease. Using the Edinburgh 
tissue samples, I was able to confirm and extend data I 
have generated in Australia.

How will you use the information and 
knowledge gained from this award in the 
future?
The novel data generated has been pivotal in planning the 
next phase of my experiments – knowing the cytokine I am 
working on is present in the patient samples means the work 
I have done to date using model systems and cells is clinically 
relevant. Since returning to Australia, I have planned and 
conducted a series of follow-up experiments, investigating 
changes in cell function in response to this factor and 
working with local collaborators to develop new tests and 
therapies based on my findings.

What was the key outcome for this  
project as a result of this funding, and 
were there any unexpected outcomes?
The results obtained not only allowed me to generate data, 
but also to present work to Edinburgh endometriosis experts 
and discuss the future direction of my project. 

How has your involvement with the 
programme and with the Royal Society  
of Edinburgh benefitted you?
This funding has fast-tracked my research by enabling access 
to an established tissue bank, and the new knowledge gained 
has been useful in planning future experiments that will 
contribute to presentations and publications.

Do you consider the award helpful in 
terms of progressing your career or 
enabling opportunities for collaboration? 
If so, how?
This award has allowed me to strengthen collaborative 
links with Professor Saunders’ lab in Edinburgh, by actively 
visiting the lab and having hands-on access to precious 
tissue samples. Professor Saunders has also been my mentor 
throughout my PhD and beyond, and having time to sit 
and discuss my career progression in person has been very 
valuable. We have continued to talk over Skype since the visit.

Do you have any advice to offer applicants 
and future grant recipients?
I strongly recommend others to apply to visit their 
collaborators – the opportunity to have hands-on experience 
and face-to-face meetings is an invaluable way to move your 
research forward!

Looking forward, what’s next in terms  
of this project or your career?
The data generated from this project will be used as 
preliminary data for larger grant applications, e.g. to the 
National Health and Medical Research Council (Australia) 
and other philanthropic funding bodies.

The Visitors to Scotland Grant enables researchers, from any 
institution, to undertake a short period of collaborative 
research with an RSE Fellow or Young Academy of Scotland 
(YAS) Member.

  For more information and to read case studies, visit  
www.rse.org.uk/awards/grants-for-fellows

Since it gained its Royal Charter in 1783, the RSE has enjoyed 
a rich legacy from its Fellowship of individuals, all “eminently 
distinguished in their subjects”. From that time, well-known 
figures such as Joseph Black, Walter Scott, Benjamin 
Franklin, James Clerk Maxwell and James Watt, to name but 
a few, have been granted the status of RSE Fellow.

The RSE wishes to remember and celebrate some of its 
past Fellows and to highlight some of the great 
achievements of these leading scientists and thinkers, who 
may not be as well known but whose contribution to their 
fields was significant.

Sir George Newman
23 October 1870 –  
26 May 1948

2020 marks the 150th anniversary 
of the birth of public health 
physician Sir George Newman, 
who was born in Leominster on  
23 October 1870. 

Son of a Quaker, George Newman 
initially planned on becoming a 
missionary, until he changed his mind  
to pursue medicine at the University of 
Edinburgh, from which he graduated with an M.D. in 1892. 
After taking the Cambridge D.P.H three years later, Sir 
George began his career as senior demonstrator of 
bacteriology and lecturer on infectious diseases within 
King’s College London.

In 1900, he became Medical Officer for Finsbury and 
Bedfordshire.

His life achievement stemmed from his appointment as 
Chief Medical Officer of the Board of Education, where he 
became a key figure in advancing the reform of school 
medical policy. His status as an office bearer was then 
reinforced by his involvement as chairman of the Health of 
Munition Workers’ Committee during the first world war. 
From 1919, George Newman acted simultaneously as Chief 
Medical Officer of the Ministry of Health and Crown 
representative on the General Medical Council. His career 
was most crucially marked by the authorship of three major 
publications: Hygiene and Public Health (1917), Outline of the 
Practice of Preventive Medicine (1917), and The Building of a 
Nation’s Health (1939). Despite his prominence as a civil 
servant, Sir George only ever considered himself a doctor, 
advocating the importance of practitioner/patient 
relationship in enhancing overall national health.

Sir George Newman was elected a Fellow of the Royal 
Society of Edinburgh in 1909.
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→ COVID-19

RSE Fellows and YAS Members give their 
views on the COVID-19 pandemic and how 
it could affect their areas of expertise and  
the population in general

Fergus Linehan FRSE 
Director of Edinburgh 
International Festival
 
Writing about the current crisis is particularly 
challenging. Many in the performing arts have 
seen their livelihoods vanish, their work 
indefinitely postponed and their companies 
liquidated. In these circumstances it can feel 
premature, even insensitive, to talk about 
lessons learned and silver linings. People need 
time to grieve for what has been lost and 
process where the future lies. 

However, we do need to move forward and  
I have found it very helpful to listen to different 
colleagues’ perspectives on their current 
predicaments and their prognoses for the 
future. These are often characterised by when 
people believe the live performing arts are likely 
to resume. These predictions range from 
autumn 2020 to winter 2021. The former is a 
hiatus, the latter a complete paradigm shift. 

We currently have to plan for both.
In the aftermath of the crisis, a key question 

for policy makers will be the degree to which 
festivals and events should be levers to 
promote Scotland, reignite tourism and drive 
economic regeneration, and the degree to 
which they should refocus their attention 
towards local communities, in need of 
sustenance and cohesion. Both are, of course, 
possible, but with resources tightened, choices 
will have to be made.

Prior to the crisis, international festivals were 
preoccupied with environmental sustainability. 
With international touring indefinitely 
postponed, remote working becoming the norm 
and global tourism at a standstill, the current 
situation is an opportunity for our festivals to 
urgently consider what a carbon neutral future 
might look like. If we emerge with new thinking 
that allows us to continue to enjoy the benefits 
that our festivals bestow in a truly sustainable 
way, this time will not have been wasted.

Dr Deborah O’Neil FRSE 
CEO of NovaBiotics Ltd

As an immunologist and biotechnologist, I am frightened and 
fascinated in almost equal measure by nSARS-CoV-2 and the 
unique public health and socioeconomic challenges it poses. There 
is no guarantee that any of the 100+ candidate vaccines currently in 
development for COVID-19 will be successful in terms of providing 
effective protection against nSARS-CoV-2 infection. The time-
pressures and also scale of material required if we are to approach 
anything like global herd immunity are unprecedented. So too is the 
fact that we simply do not yet fully understand this novel virus and 
therefore lack the advantage of the solid platform of years of research 
on which fully optimised vaccination strategies are normally built. 

It is critical therefore, that significant efforts to develop therapies 
for nSARS-CoV-2 are being explored in parallel to vaccines. The vast 
majority of the dozens of therapeutic trials, currently or shortly to be 
underway worldwide, are for re-purposed medicines as COVID-19 
treatments. These are products which suggest a rationale for efficacy 
in COVID-19 and are already licensed for other conditions or in mid-
to-late-stage clinical development; ‘normally’ the mid-way point in the 
clinical trials process, but now requiring to be tested immediately. We 
simply do not have time to begin development of novel therapies from 
first principal if we are to change the trajectory of this pandemic.  

Having started the regulatory and manufacturing journey ahead 
of clinical trials for NovaBiotics’ re-purposed COVID-19 therapy, 
Nylexa®, I have experienced how the therapeutic development 
process is being further expedited through managing remotely and 
fast-tracking the usual regulatory and ethical processes to ensure 

that potential solutions for this public health emergency are tested in 
patients as quickly as possible without compromising safety. 

The issue remains, however, that whichever vaccine and/or therapy 
proves successful, no matter how quickly, it must be deployed rapidly 
across the globe and to billions of people. Science alone will not 
achieve this, and even the most cutting-edge vaccine or therapy may 
fail because it isn’t actually a viable solution to a global pandemic: 
scalable, stable and affordable. Resource must be focused on solutions 
that can meet these criteria, not solely on the most compelling science.  

The success of whichever intervention or interventions eventually 
become available for COVID-19 will undoubtedly shape the drug 
discovery process forever. For the better too, as the ability to develop 
medicines for novel diseases faster, at larger scale and at less cost will 
hopefully become embedded within the life sciences community. Silver 
linings from the COVID-19 cloud are set to cast shade for some time to 
come, until we achieve what would have been deemed the impossible 
just a few short weeks ago. 

Post COVID-19 reflections f

Dr Deborah O’Neil

Fergus Linehan
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Dr Stella Chan, YAS Member 
Reader in Clinical Psychology  
The University of Edinburgh

“Typhoon signal number eight is hoisted. All schools are closed today.” 
Looking back into my childhood, one unforgettable memory was to 
hear the above announcement through the radio. There is nothing like 
being “let off ” from school for a day or two to cheer up a young mind. 
A prolonged and indefinite period of school closure, however, is not 
precisely a holiday. Almost overnight, our children and young people 
found themselves having lost their daily routine that was part of their 
life almost every day since as far as they can remember. 

Cancelling examinations may sound like a dream to some, but the 
uncertainty of being assessed through unexpected and unfamiliar 
means (such as predicted grades) is probably provoking more anxiety 
than one may imagine. Children and young people find themselves 
being “locked in” with their parents, siblings, and family members 
24/7; this may be precious time for some, but less personal space may 
also cause more friction. For quite the opposite reason, friendships 
and social lives too are facing unprecedented challenges, as no social 
media or emoji (however innovative) can truly replace the unique 
experience of face to face interactions, for better or worse. 

Indeed, while COVID-19 and the lockdown affects us all, their 
impact on young people’s mental wellbeing cannot be over-estimated. 
Lack of routine, social isolation, sense of uncertainty, academic 
pressure, and changes in interpersonal relationships are all well-
known risk factors of stress that may trigger mental health difficulties, 
especially for those who are already at-risk or have experienced 
previous episodes of illness. A recent survey by mental health charity 
MQ highlighted the public’s concerns on COVID-19 and mental 
health. The urgent need for research in this area has also been 
recognised, with many studies launched including the CovidLife 
Survey set up by the Generation Scotland team. 

While only time (and data) can tell, with some level of precision, to 
what extent and how young people’s mental health is being affected 
at this “strange” period of time; it is important to remember that 
many positive social changes did emerge through challenging times in 
history. For a clinical psychologist specialising in youth mental health 
and a parent, I for one would hope that the lockdown will prompt a 
much-needed debate on work-life balance, paving the way for policy 
and attitude changes that embrace the fundamental human needs for 
social connectedness and the importance of family life. 

ns for the future

Dr Siobhan O’Connor, YAS Member 
Lecturer in Nursing Studies 
The University of Edinburgh

 
The capacity of a health system to respond to a crisis, 
particularly an emerging infectious disease, is dependent on 
multiple factors. Having an adequate number of appropriately 
skilled doctors, nurses and other clinicians, along with suitable 
acute and primary care facilities and equipment to care for those 
infected or most at risk, is essential to save lives and reduce the 
transmission of and impact from the disease. 

Nurses account for almost 40% of the health workforce in 
Scotland, comprising the largest group of professionals delivering 
front-line services in hospitals and the community. Before the 
coronavirus pandemic, the numbers of nurses being trained was 
increasing slowly to replace those retiring and care for increasing 
numbers of older adults with complex health and social care 
needs. Despite this, the rapid spread of COVID-19 has meant 
some areas, particularly critical care and community nursing, 
have experienced shortages of staff, complicating testing, 
diagnosis and treatment. Nurses working in care homes run by 
private or third sector organisations or local councils have also 
faced similar challenges. Other countries such as Germany have 
more nurses and critical care beds and reported lower numbers 
of deaths per head of population than Scotland. Hence, investing 
in the nursing workforce could reduce the risk of future outbreaks 
of infectious disease escalating to pandemic levels.

The stress that comes from caring for those critically ill and 
dying, along with supporting families and relatives who cannot 
visit their loved ones due to strict infection control procedures 
around COVID-19, has put additional strain on nurses working in 
intensive care and in care homes. As professionals, they also have 
to grapple with the risk of contracting the disease and worry 
about spreading it among colleagues and their own families and 
children. A district nurse, Janice Graham, died at Inverclyde Royal 
Hospital in April 2020 after contracting COVID-19; the first NHS 
worker in Scotland to die from the virus. Nurses, many of whom 
are women, have also been subject to verbal and physical abuse 
working in communities who do not recognise their value and see 
them as a threat to spreading the infection. 

While some are able to work remotely and monitor people’s 
health at home through telehealth technologies, or triage those 
experiencing symptoms over the telephone, poor digital 
infrastructure in some parts of Scotland and restrictions on 
mobile technology in the NHS limit the reach and impact nurses 
can have. What remains to be seen is whether nursing continues 
to be viewed as an attractive career in the future and whether 
the public see it as a more precarious occupation or recognise it 
as a skilled profession that is invaluable to the health of a nation.

  The new RSE Tea & Talk podcasts 
include interviews with the RSE Fellows 
and YAS Members who are featured in 
this edition of ReSourcE, offering 
different perspectives on COVID-19
www.rse.org.uk/publication/tea-talk-
podcast/

Dr Siobhan O’Connor

Dr Stella Chan

NEW RSE PODCAST SERIES
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→ COVID-19

F
orensic science involves the 
application of a wide range 
of different scientific tests 
to address legal questions.  
Key is the interpretation 
of the results obtained 
and their evaluation 

considering competing propositions 
within the framework of circumstances of 
a case. This provides a ‘weight of evidence’ 
which jurors or a judge must consider, in 
combination with other evidence relating to 
the case, as they make their decisions.

However, there is an underlying 
assumption that ‘forensic science’ 
implies scientific rigour. Sadly, in some 
circumstances, this is simply not the 
case. For more than a decade there has 
been a growing concern that the ‘science’ 
underpinning some forensic evidence lacks 
a robust foundation. Examples include the 
comparison of physical characteristics such 
as fingerprint comparisons, the linking of 
bullets to weapons and the identification of 
people from their gait recorded on CCTV 
images. Conclusions in these cases are largely 
subjective, relying heavily on the experience 
of the examiners rather than the objective 
measurements associated with scientific 
rigour and robustness.

Added to this is a general lack of 
understanding of how materials transfer 
between surfaces and people; how long 

Professor Niamh Nic Daéid FRSE, 
Director of the Leverhulme Research 
Centre for Forensic Science, 
describes how working across 
interdisciplinary boundaries can 
benefit the use of science in the 
courtroom

Professor Niamh Nic Daéid

Professor Nasar Meer

Focus on inequality to 
protect ethnic minorities 

The UK’s public health response to 
COVID-19 has varied across its home 
nations, raising the question of whether 
difference in policy is reflected in health 
outcomes and whether Scotland has 
seen the same disparity in COVID-19 
deaths amongst ethnic minority groups 
as documented in England.

Current data is limited but suggests 
that the dramatic ethnic inequalities in 
English COVID-19 mortality are not 
presently being seen in Scotland. This 
should not, however, allow for any sense 
of complacency. 

We know that certain ethnic minority 
groups have disproportionate underlying 
profiles of chronic ill health: South Asian 
groups are especially affected by diabetes 
and cardio-vascular disease; and heart 
disease has been one of the most common 
pre-existing conditions observed in 
COVID-19 fatalities in Scotland. 

The data also shows that people in 
the most deprived areas of Scotland are 
more than twice as likely to die with 
COVID-19 than those living in the least 
deprived areas. This is hugely relevant for 
Scotland’s ethnic minorities, who remain 

more likely to be in poverty than the 
majority white population, and especially 
those members of ethnic minority groups 
who are new migrants.

Ethnic minority populations are more 
susceptible to critical complications if they 
contract COVID-19, not because ethnic 
and racial categories are themselves a 
causal factor, but because they amplify 
underlying social determinants which 
generate these pre-existing health 
conditions.

The same factors that make ethnic 
minorities vulnerable to pre-existing 
health conditions also make it harder for 
them to protect themselves from the virus 
through social distancing.

One example is keyworker occupations: 
in Scotland, healthcare and social work 
make up 28% of working people in the 
African ethnic group, and 22% of those in 
the Caribbean or black group. Similarly, 
21% of working people in the Asian 
groups work in retail and the Indian and 
Pakistani groups are overrepresented in 
transport, where they have been required 
to work during the lockdown, risking 
exposure to the virus. Overcrowded 
accommodation, which particularly 
affects Pakistani and Bangladeshi 
households in Scotland, will also mitigate 
against effective social distancing.  

All of this means that policy-makers, 
public agencies and advocates must 
maintain a broad focus on the underlying 
determinants of susceptibility to the virus 
and not allow the physiological risks to be 
separated from their social exposures.

Professor Nasar Meer FRSE, 
Professor of Race, Identity 
and Citizenship at the 
University of Edinburgh, 
explains why Scotland’s 
ethnic minorities are more 
vulnerable to COVID-19
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The RSE is grateful to its corporate members for their ongoing support. 
Together, we will continue to explore areas of mutual interest and benefit. 
From business innovation and policy to supporting entrepreneurs and 
international links, the RSE is strengthened by its engagement with 
businesses.  Find out more, visit www.rse.org.uk/support-us

Friends of the RSE  Corporate Partners COMING SOON!
 

The RSE will once again be running Curious, its summer 
events programme throughout the month of August.

Completely online, a host of amazing speakers from 
the RSE Fellowship and Young Academy of Scotland will 
take part in regular ‘Tea and Talk’ afternoon sessions, 
where they will talk for a few minutes on their area of 
expertise before allowing viewers to join in, ask 
questions and have a conversation.

The programme is being finalised, but keep a look out 
on our social media channels and website pages for 
details of how to take part.

Thinking differently 
about forensic science

transferred materials persist; what 
background contamination or abundance of 
materials there might be on different surfaces 
and; how good we are at detecting and 
recovering the materials in the first place. Law 
enforcement agencies, forensic experts and 
legal processes are also increasingly becoming 
overwhelmed by digital evidence. The need to 
develop effective leadership, define a common 
lexicon and understanding of digital evidence 
and what we can do with it is pressing. 
This includes developing scientifically valid 
methods to search, extract, evaluate and 
report information from digital devices in 
an ethical, efficient, fair, transparent and 
unbiased way. 

Forensic scientists work within a legal 
framework where words really do matter. It is 
essential that evidence must be presented in 
a clear, concise and understandable way with 
limitations exposed, so that the strength, or 
otherwise, of the evidence can be understood 
by the judge, legal teams, scientists, expert 
witnesses, the victims and their relatives, 

the accused, and the public. There are many 
examples where a misunderstanding or 
incorrect assumption has led to grounds for 
appeal or to a miscarriage of justice. 

The research community involved in 
forensic science has also been lacking in 
direction, cohesion and leadership for 
many years. As a result, research outputs 
that have been achieved have either been 
commercially driven or have failed to be 
implemented because of an inability to 
engage the operational frontline. Other areas 
requiring research attention have been 
largely ignored because of lack 
of funding, or have withered 
on the vine because of an 
invisibility across academic 
research measurements 
such as the REF.  

Across this backdrop, 
the Leverhulme Research 
Centre for Forensic 
Science (LRCFS), at the 
University of Dundee, 
emerged as a bright spot 
and catalyst for new ideas and 
disruptive thinking. The Centre aims 
to disrupt the current, largely stagnant, 
research base in forensic science and 
deliver strong outputs addressing the 
lack of fundamental scientific research 
associated with some evidence types. Key 
to its success so far is the hosting of a series 
of ‘strategic conversations’ mapped onto 
the crime scene to court room processes. In 
the true spirit of the enlightenment, these 
structured conversations bring together key 
stakeholders from across the science, law, 

social science and creative communities.  
They collectively identify and agree on 
challenges and propose solutions to how the 
scientific examination, interpretation and 
evaluation of different evidence types can be 
researched, developed and communicated.  

The shutdown of the physical court 
process globally as a result of the COVID-19 
lockdown has had a profound impact 
on the crime scene to court processes 
and practices and, in some countries, a 
rapid adoption of digital tools for process 

management has occurred. In 
Scotland this has led to growing 

conversations about a 
possible new future for the 

interaction of law, science 
and technology where 
‘thinking outside of the 
box’ is being encouraged. 
Scotland already has 
many of the key building 

blocks which will enable 
this necessary new strategic 

conversation to happen: a 
single forensic science provider; a 

single police force; a cohesive legal system; 
a forward-thinking judiciary; a ‘can do’ 
creative attitude and innovative digital 
industry; an engaged public; and an agile 
and disruptive research centre. Discovering 
and co-creating the future interactions 
and communication between law, science 
and technology in our new post-pandemic 
digital world is within our grasp should 
we be brave enough to reach out, embrace 
the challenges it presents and create the 
solutions together. 

→ RESEARCH

RSE RESOURCE SUMMER 2020 /  11

Resource Summer 2020.indb   11Resource Summer 2020.indb   11 25/06/2020   15:5225/06/2020   15:52



12  /  RSE RESOURCE SUMMER 2020

→ INTERNATIONAL

T
he international 
community is currently in 
the process of negotiating 
a new international 
legally-binding instrument 
under the United Nations 
Convention on Laws of the 

Sea to regulate marine biodiversity beyond 
national jurisdiction.

Launched by the UN General Assembly 
in 2004, the purpose of the “biodiversity 
beyond national jurisdiction” (BBNJ) 
process is to assess the status of conservation 
and sustainable use of marine biodiversity 
in areas beyond national jurisdiction and 
to investigate the potential need for further 
international cooperation.

To contribute to this hugely important 
global issue, the RSE welcomed an 
international audience earlier this year 
exploring the future of marine biodiversity 
involving the RSE, the University of 
Aberdeen, EU-Atlas and iAtlantic of the 

University of Edinburgh and the Deep 
Ocean Stewardship Initiative.

The goal was to explore the challenges 
and possibilities that exist around the 
benefits of the oceans and how this should be 
shared, particularly in relation to developing 
new medicines and other products and 
bringing this about in a sustainable way. 
It also considered how information and 
technology can be shared widely whilst 
taking intellectual property law obligations 
into account, seeking areas of possible 
convergence that could be built upon in 
the ongoing BBNJ negotiations, as well as 
identifying areas of divergence.

Reflecting the evolving and diverse 
nature of the ongoing BBNJ negotiations, 
the main output of the workshop proved 
to be deep and informed debate, mutual 
learning and exploration of possibilities. A 
series of videos exploring the relationship 
between intellectual property and marine 
biodiscovery in the context of ongoing UN 
negotiations are available at Bit.ly/2YEpuY5 
whilst it is hoped that the workshop report 
will be of assistance to all involved in the 
formal process.

Protecting our oceans
An RSE workshop explored the 
future of marine biodiversity

Scotland’s soft power
‘Soft power’ builds a country or a region’s attractiveness and 

influence through culture, public diplomacy 
and positive global contribution. 

Countries, regions and cities around 
the world are using soft power to 

improve international relations 
and bolster trade and tourism.

Awareness and development 
of Scotland’s soft power is 
recognised as paramount 
and was the focus of key 
discussions at a jointly-hosted 

meeting by the RSE and British 
Council Scotland (BCS) at the 

RSE in February 2020. Discussion 
centred around a BCS-commissioned 

report produced by Portland, the company 
behind the Soft Power 30 annual ranking of countries which 
considered data about Scotland’s government, digital technology 
use, culture, enterprise, international engagement and education 
against that of nine other countries/regions: Wales, Northern 
Ireland, Catalonia, Flanders, Quebec, Corsica, Puerto Rico, 
Hokkaido in Japan and Jeju in South Korea.

Key findings on Scotland
• Ranks second overall in the review of ten regions around the 
world and their soft power influence.
• Greatest soft power resources include education, enterprise and 
digital – where it ranks first amongst the other aforementioned 
countries/regions.
• Education is the ‘crown-jewel’ of its soft power assets and could 
be the cornerstone for international campaigns.

Recommendations
• Increase international perceptions with focused campaigns 
targeting a set of priority countries.
• Enable Scotland’s city administrations to grow their international 
networks through cross-border partnerships, organisations and 
sister-city agreements with cities in other countries.
• Increase international engagement by encouraging more 
countries to open consulates-general in Scotland.
• Harness global awareness about Scotland’s world-leading stance 
on environmental issues and developing innovation in green 
energy projects. 
The RSE looks forward to continued engagement and to ensuring 
its international work supports and contributes to positive 
perceptions and soft power assets for Scotland. 

 The full report can be downloaded from bit.ly/2AYbjot

Song for the ocean
The Song for the Ocean is a composition 
specially written for the BBNJ project by 
Paul Mealor, Professor of Composition 
at the University of Aberdeen, and Dr 
Grahame Davies, acclaimed novelist and 
poet. It was played at a well-attended 
public event which followed the workshop!

  To hear The Song for the Ocean, visit  
bit.ly/2YEpuY5

  To read the report, visit  
bit.ly/3gW1eZJ

RSE Vice-President International Marcel 
Jaspars and Professor Abbe Brown 
from the University of Aberdeen, who 
are both working on this project, are 
pleased to hear from anyone interested 
in the subject
   m.jaspars@abdn.ac.uk
  abbe.brown@abdn.ac.uk
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→ POLICY

T
he RSE has long 
recommended that 
Scotland should have 
a national strategy for 
Artificial Intelligence 
(AI). It was therefore 
delighted when Kate 

Forbes MSP, Cabinet Secretary for Finance, 
launched the Scottish Government’s plans 
for Scotland’s AI strategy at the RSE in 
September 2019, appointing The Data Lab: 
Scotland’s Innovation Centre for data and AI, 
to coordinate the development of the strategy. 

A public consultation on the vision and 
goals of Scotland’s AI strategy ran from 
February to May 2020. In its response to 
the consultation, the RSE stated that in its 
view, the development of a fair work strategy 
for new technologies, the application of AI 
in healthcare (given Scotland’s strengths 
and assets in this area) and putting in place 
a highly participatory process that would 
enable citizens to engage critically with  
AI, were areas in which Scotland could  
take an active lead.

Many other nations either have an AI 
strategy or, like Scotland, are developing  
one and, given that national strategies for  
AI often include similar aims and ambitions, 
covering economic and social opportunities 
and challenges; the RSE commented that it 
had expected that the consultation would be 
clearer on where Scotland could derive first-
mover advantage in AI. 

The Scottish Government envisages 
AI technology in Scotland being used as 
a ‘trusted, responsible and ethical tool’. 
However, it is important to recognise that 
ethics is not a feature of an AI system, but a 
feature of the behaviour that people engage 
in when using the technology. Citizens should 
not be encouraged to trust AI uncritically; 

rather, they need to have sufficient awareness 
and understanding to enable them to adopt a 
sceptical-user stance. It is crucial, therefore, 
that the development of Scotland’s AI 
Strategy is a highly participatory process. An 
informed population will be better placed to 
explain and understand automated decision-
making, embrace AI technologies alongside 
collective intelligence to improve rather 
than replace human decision-making, and 
give informed consent to data sharing. The 
latter point is essential to the development of 
data commons from which new insights and 
innovative services can be formulated. 

While regulation of AI is under 
active consideration at national and 
international levels, an overarching system 
of global regulation of AI is unlikely to 
be implemented soon. UK regulation of 
AI is likely to be heavily influenced by 
the commitments in the White Paper 
on Regulation for the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution and the recently created 
Regulatory Horizon Council.

It will be important that Scotland is able 
to influence regulatory developments at the 
UK level, while also identifying opportunities 
within this new framework to develop its  
own approach. 

The RSE has worked in partnership 
over several years with the Scottish Council 
for Development and Industry (SCDI), 
ScotlandIS, the trade association for the 
digital technologies industry and BT Scotland 
to lay the groundwork for the development of 
an artificial intelligence Strategy for Scotland. 
The joint reports, Automatic… For the people 
(2018) and Building a World-Leading AI 
and Data Strategy for an Inclusive Scotland 
(2019) have aimed to show how Scotland can 
harness automation to increase economic 
and social prosperity. 

Intelligence solutions
Why it is crucial that the development of Scotland’s AI strategy  

involves public awareness and understanding of this technology

AI and society
Through our RSE After Hours series, we 
have been discussing the impact of AI on 
society. So far, conversations have been held 
with Professor Shannon Vallor, the Baillie 
Gifford Chair in the Ethics of Data and 
Artificial Intelligence at the University of 
Edinburgh, and Dr Chris van der Kuyl FRSE, 
Co-Founder of 4J Studios, one of the UK’s 
most successful video games developer. 

Professor Vallor discusses how Scotland 
can take an international lead on AI, how we 
can ensure that the people of Scotland are 
fully engaged in debate around the 
development and use of AI, and the 
regulation of AI. 

Dr van der Kuyl discusses the impact of AI 
on gaming and how  AI technology used in 
video games has influenced the application 
of AI in other industries.

 There will be another series of live online 
AI events in June and July focusing on robots 
and the future of work, digital technology 
and social care and machine learning and 
conversation. Details on how to attend can 
be found at www.rse.org.uk/events/ 
  To view previous AI events, visit  
bit.ly/2BclmGQ

Dr van der KuylProfessor Vallor

Resource Summer 2020.indb   13Resource Summer 2020.indb   13 25/06/2020   15:5225/06/2020   15:52



Next steps for  
the Scottish 
National 
Investment Bank
The Scottish National Investment 
Bank (SNIB) Act received Royal 
Assent in February 2020. The bank, 
which is expected to come into 
operation later this year, aims to 
provide businesses with access to 
long-term growth capital to help 
grow Scotland’s economy and is 
expected to play an important role 
in supporting Scotland’s post-
COVID-19 economic recovery. 

SNIB’s initial mission will be to 
support Scotland’s transition to a low 
carbon economy and it will also look 
to identify gaps in investment in the 
commercial market across Scotland, 
seeking to leverage further investment 
support in partnership with others. 

The RSE’s Economy and Enterprise 
Committee, which brings together 
those with expertise and experience 
across academia, business and the 
public sector, has actively engaged 
with the Scottish Government and 
parliamentarians on plans for the 
bank over the past two years. 

As part of this ongoing work, the 
RSE hosted a discussion in March 
on SNIB’s Strategic Framework 
which provided an opportunity 
for the RSE to feed into proposed 
operational plans for the bank. The 
discussion involved 30 RSE Fellows, 
stakeholders, plus the Minister for 
the Economy Fiona Hyslop MSP 
and Willie Watt, Chair of SNIB, and 
focused on governance arrangements 
– particularly the need to ensure 
operational independence, investment 
strategy and day-to-day operations.

The RSE will continue to engage 
with Scottish Government and others 
as SNIB is established, including 
making links between the RSE’s Post-
COVID-19 Futures Commission to 
support Scotland’s economic recovery.

→ POLICY

Offshore plans 
must go further

T
he RSE recently 
responded to a 
consultation by the 
Scottish Government on 
its Draft Offshore Wind 
Policy Statement. Energy 
policy is an area in which 

the RSE has been particularly active over the 
past few years, as evidenced by its substantial 
inquiry into Scotland’s Energy Future, 
published in June 2019.

The inquiry recognised the potential 
for offshore wind energy to make a 
significant contribution to the continued 
decarbonisation of our energy sector. 
However, the RSE does not think the Draft 
Offshore Wind Policy Statement as currently 
proposed adequately follows through on this 
potential, which is estimated at over 169GW. 
In particular, floating turbine technologies 
are becoming more mature and could hold 
the key to unlocking the considerable wind 
resources that pass over deeper waters. 
Indeed, Scotland is rapidly emerging as a 
global leader in floating wind research and 
development, making us well-placed to 
capitalise on its possibilities.

Before Scotland can embark on a more 
ambitious programme of offshore wind 
generation, it must address the challenges 
which currently limit the sector, including 
unfavourable market conditions and 
regulatory systems, as well as a transmission 

network which is no longer fit for purpose. 
Avoiding adverse impacts on Scotland’s 
world-renowned and increasingly threatened 
biodiversity will also be critical.

With the expansion of our offshore 
wind sector comes the opportunity to 
stimulate regional economies through the 
development of operation and maintenance 
supply chains. There are also a number 
of ways in which Scotland might apply its 
growing expertise in digital systems and data 
innovation to the offshore sector, helping to 
make wind farms more effective and efficient 
both here and abroad. Scotland must also 
invest in a skilled workforce and continued 
research and development, particularly when 
it comes to translating research into full 
scale proving and eventual deployment on  
a commercial scale. 

The response also explores the potential to 
use offshore wind energy generation as a way 
of entering the global hydrogen economy. 

Offshore wind energy is one of Scotland’s 
most important assets and will only grow 
in importance as statutory deadlines for 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions near. 

While the RSE is supportive of the Draft 
Offshore Wind Policy Statement in principle, 
it recommends more ambitious action be 
taken in order to take full advantage of the 
potentials of the sector.
 The full report can be downloaded from 
bit.ly/2YfMc9Z

Offshore wind energy is one of 
Scotland’s most important assets
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S
ince September, the RSE Young Academy of Scotland 
(YAS) has collaborated with the Robertson Trust to 
coordinate an exciting new mentoring programme 
in which YAS members act as mentors for Robertson 
Trust Journey to Success scholars. The Journey to 
Success programme provides an integrated bursary and 
self-development programme for around 150 talented 

students from disadvantaged backgrounds every year to enable them 
to succeed at university and obtain good graduate careers. As part of 
this programme, students are offered internships, career pathways 
and leadership development.

This year, 13 of these scholars were paired with a YAS member for 
mentoring, and one with an RSE Fellow. The pairs meet at least every 
other month and focus on improving the scholar’s CV, communication 
skills and employability. The mentors also focus on increasing the 
scholar’s awareness of the world of work, and help their paired 
scholars identify and apply for internships in their field.

ReSourcE magazine spoke with one of the Journey to Success 
scholars, Dorcas Baah, about her experience so far on this mentoring 
programme. Dorcas is a third-year law student at the University of 
Edinburgh, and she is being mentored by YAS member Professor 
Raphael Heffron, Chair of Global Energy Law and Sustainability at 
the University of Dundee.

Tell us a little about yourself 
I’m originally from Ghana, but I’ve been living in Glasgow with my 
family for the past 12 years. I’m a very energetic and motivated person 
and I enjoy singing, dancing and writing poetry in my free time. 
My favourite piece of poetry is Still I Rise by Maya Angelou and my 
aspiration is to work for the International Criminal Court.

What motivated you to get involved in this 
mentoring programme?
I got involved because I was approaching my third year of law school 
which required students to obtain traineeships and internships at 
select law firms. The process involved an application including a CV 
and covering letter, as well as online assessments and interviews, so  
I thought having a mentor would be beneficial to help me navigate  
the highly competitive and complicated process. In addition, I also  
felt like I needed a mentor with more information about law as a 
career path in general. 

What was your first meeting with your  
mentor like?
It was fantastic. Initially, I was slightly nervous because of the fear 
of the unknown and also because I was informed that my mentor 
was a professor; I didn’t want to attend the meeting unprepared or 
ask a silly question! However, within the first few minutes my nerves 
disappeared completely as I realised that Raphael, my mentor, was 
not only incredibly approachable, but also funny and humble.

We definitely hit the ground running in that first meeting. He gave 
me so much information about traineeships, internships, a possible 
masters route and even more insight into potentially doing the 
Graduate Diploma in Law (GDL) as a route to convert into English 
law. We closed off the meeting by going through an action plan for 
me to implement which included sending Raphael my CV, creating a 
LinkedIn profile and visiting the Careers Office in my university. 

How has having a mentor affected your 
university studies or your plans for after 
graduation?
Having a mentor has really allowed me to see past the present time. 
It has made me prepare and have contingencies in place. Moreover, 
it has allowed me to look further in terms of my career, networks and 
legacy and has really broadened my perspective of what I think I’ll be 
able to achieve while in university and afterwards.

I think having a mentor has definitely brought a touch of reality 
to my sheltered university student existence. Raphael has made 
me consider how to be an effective competitor in the legal world 
and has encouraged me to analyse how I can market myself as the 
best candidate. This is particularly relevant in terms of my subject 
choices as I have learned that I should at least consider including one 
commercial course in order to appeal to commercial law firms when it 
becomes time for vacation-scheme applications.

What do you think you’ll have gained by the 
end of your year of mentoring?
I think the greatest thing I’ll gain is another support avenue. I know 
that the relationship Raphael and I have built will last past this initial 
year. It has offered me a network that I previously didn’t have. It’s 
given me insight that can’t be found in textbooks or articles. Best of 
all, it’s provided me with a strategy to make my aspirations in the legal 
world a reality.

→ THE RSE YOUNG ACADEMY OF SCOTLAND

Teaming 
up on the
Journey 
to Success

Dorcas Baah

 To learn more about the opportunities available at the 
Robertson Trust visit: www.therobertsontrust.org.uk/scholarship/
journey-to-success
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H
idden behind all 
the headlines about 
‘panic buying’, 
‘lockdown violations’ 
and ‘covidiots’, 
the real story of 
the pandemic is 

the remarkable level of adherence and of 
solidarity shown by the public.

Far from falling apart and panicking, 
people came together as a community 
and supported each other through the 
crisis. When the going got tough, the 
tough stayed home, although for many 
this wasn’t easy. According to one study, 
44% of the UK population suffered 
during the lockdown. Despite this, they 
didn’t succumb to their individual desires 
to go out. The reason why was because 
they weren’t thinking simply of their 
individual interests. They were acting as 
and for the community as a whole.

The high levels of community spirit 
certainly took government by surprise. 
Such solidarity is strongly at odds 
with traditional assumptions of public 
vulnerability in crises (‘the panic 
perspective’) that it leads to claims of 
exceptionalism. In the UK we like to 
think of this as distinctively British –  
the ‘Blitz spirit’. After 9/11, New Yorkers 
spoke likewise of the ‘New York spirit’. 
But to students of human behaviour 
in emergencies, such solidarity is less 
exceptional or surprising. Indeed, it is 
characteristic of most such events. The 
fact that we all face the same extreme 

circumstances (common fate) leads to 
an emergent sense of shared identity, 
or ‘we-feeling’. This is the psychological 
underpinning of cooperation, 
coordination and concern for others.

Such we-feeling is the greatest asset we 
have to surmount a crisis like COVID-19. 
But it is fragile. It needs to be nurtured 
and supported, especially by government, 
but it can equally be undermined by  
bad government.

What I have been doing during 
the pandemic, as a member of the 
SPI-B Behavioural Science advisory 
group to the UK Government and 
also the advisory group to the Scottish 
Government, is to try and apply my 
understanding of the dynamics of 
shared identity and group formation to 
the practical issues needed to contain 
the infection. At the same time, with 
colleagues in Australia, we have written 
a book, Together Apart – The Psychology 
of COVID-19, which explains these 
dynamics and shows how they apply to 
a range of issues from leadership and 
social influence, to preserving mental 
and physical well-being in a time of 
pandemic, to issues of social order  
and disorder.

It is available as a free download from 
https://bit.ly/36MK7VK 

The book is written for a wide audience 
and, above all, it is written to be useful, 
so that having read it, you too will know 
how to create the communities to sustain 
us through crisis.

Public solidarity is the 
story of this pandemic 

Welcome to The Last Word?, a new forum for RSE Fellows to raise issues based on their research  
and experience in their specialist fields. Here, Professor Stephen Reicher discusses the need  

to nurture the shared identity – the ‘we-feeling’ – created by our COVID-19 experience
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Stephen Reicher FBA FRSE is Bishop 
Wardlaw Professor of Psychology at the 
University of St. Andrews. He is a social 
psychologist with a special interest in 
issues relating to group processes, 
collective behaviour and social identity. 
He has studied a number of topics 
including crowd behaviour, mass 
responses to emergencies, leadership 
and social influence, conformity and 
obedience, intergroup hatred and the 
psychology of tyranny. Through this 
work, Stephen has become involved as a 
participant in the behavioural science 
advisory group to the UK government on 
COVID-19 and also in the advisory group 
to the Scottish CMO on COVID-19. He 
also convenes the Behavioural Advisory 
Group to Independent SAGE.

 Professor Reicher has recently made a 
RSE Tea & Talk podcast on public social 
psychology during COVID-19.  
Visit bit.ly/2UWILTp to hear the podcast.

 newsRSE      @news_RSE      @royalsocietyedinburgh

THE LAST
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