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Continuing our information age/mis-
information age theme, did you know 
that the UK has a Department for Digital, 
Culture, Media & Sport (DCMS)? Apart 
from having Secretaries of State who 
tend to have surprisingly short periods 
of occupancy in their roles, they have 
issued something which could build 
into something of great value to scien-
tists in years to come—the National Data 
Strategy.1

The UK National Data 
Strategy
The strategy policy paper recognises 
that “data is now the driving force of 
the world’s modern economies. Fuelling 
innovation in businesses large and small 
and has been a lifeline during the global 
coronavirus pandemic”. But usefully it 
also recognises that there must be public 
trust in the data itself.

For all of us who want to see more 
of the data that is generated by projects 
funded through our taxes being made 
available for others, this is good news. 
Data is an essential resource. The policy 
paper recognises early on that “Data is 
a non-depletable resource in theory, 
but its use is limited by barriers to its 
access—such as when data is hoarded, 
when access rights are unclear or when 
organisations do not make good use of 
the data they already have.” And goes 
on… “We will drive an approach to data 
that holds that all can benefit when data 

is used responsibly, and that withhold-
ing data can negatively impact society.” 
It is not only about persuading data 
generators, out of the goodness of their 
hearts, to make data more openly avail-
able. Clearly there is a need to protect 
people’s data rights and private enter-
prises’ intellectual property, but there is 
also the implication that by not making 
data available they are actually damaging 
the society which is paying for their work.

The Four Pillars of the 
strategy
The Four Pillars of the national strategy 
could almost have been written as a 
distillation of the messages and plead-
ing coming from this column over many 
years. They clearly find resonance in 
our own field and include support for 
the FAIR data principles, standardised 
formats and futureproofing. They also 
call for increasing education in these key 
areas.
1) Data foundations: The true value of 
data can only be fully realised when it 
is fit for purpose, recorded in standard-
ised formats on modern, future-proof 
systems and held in a condition that 
means it is findable, accessible, interop-
erable and reusable. By improving the 
quality of the data, we can use it more 
effectively, and drive better insights and 
outcomes from its use.
2) Data skills: To make the best use of 
data, we must have a wealth of data 
skills to draw on. That means deliver-
ing the right skills through our education 
system, but also ensuring that people 
can continue to develop the data skills 
they need throughout their lives.
3) Data availability: For data to have 
the most effective impact, it needs to 
be appropriately accessible, mobile and 
re-usable. That means encouraging 

better coordination, access to and 
sharing of data of appropriate qual-
ity between organisations in the public, 
private and third sectors, and ensuring 
appropriate protections for the flow of 
data internationally.
4) Responsible data: As we drive 
increased use of data, we must ensure 
that it is used responsibly, in a way that 
is lawful, secure, fair, ethical, sustainable 
and accountable, while also supporting 
innovation and research.

It is not my intention to cite all 47 
pages of the strategy, and much of what 
you will find in the document discusses 
data strategies around the government’s 
own use of data which is not strictly 
relevant here. However, there are five 
Missions building on the pillars which 
inform the actions to be taken as a result 
of the data strategy.
	� Mission One: Unlocking the value of 

data across the economy
	� Mission Two: Securing a pro-growth 

and trusted data regime
	� Mission Three: Transforming govern-

ment’s use of data to drive efficiency 
and improve public services
	� Mission Four: Ensuring the security 

and resilience of the infrastructure on 
which data relies
	� Mission Five: Championing the inter-

national flow of data
Now, as spectroscopists we know we 

have limited reference data resources 
available to support our work, whether 
industrial or academic. We can certainly 
sign up to the intentions of Mission One 
around setting the correct conditions to 
make data usable, accessible and avail-
able. It is also in Mission One that we 
get to hear about the desire to develop 
this policy using an evidence-based 
approach—and this is where you can 
all help—by joining in the consultations 
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explained below. (There is a very short 
deadline to the end of the next consul-
tation!)

Data use in the 
coronavirus pandemic
I must admit to feeling quite sick as I read 
Mission Three. In this document, whilst 
clearly identifying that the pandemic has 
shown up a massive untapped poten-
tial in the use of data by government 
and public services, it indicates that the 
pandemic has set a high watermark that 
must be maintained. On a personal 
note, I lost my mother and many of her 
friends in the first COVID wave which 
swept through the care home where 
she was a living. There were no meas-
ures in place to protect the residents, and 
I hope you will excuse my very scepti-
cal view of the way governments have 
handled the pandemic. Listening to most 
people I come into contact with, they are 
baffled as to why the data on infection 
rates in early 2020 led to some of the 
most extreme restrictions on civil liberties 
and freedoms in our lifetimes, yet data 
showing more than an order of magni-
tude higher infection rates in late 2020 
and mid-2021 seem to leave our politi-
cians struggling to explain why they are 
now doing so much less.

I have many friends who work in some 
part of the health care system. As a 
result, the numbers I always looked for in 
the regular data-driven reporting during 
the pandemic, and the biggest political 
decisions I could easily identify with and 
support, were around desperately trying 
to avoid overwhelming our hospitals and 
long-term care facilities. That said, as I 
write this column, the Netherlands have 
just announced that the rates there are 
so worrying that they are starting to intro-
duce additional partial lockdown. This is 
now being closely followed by the Irish 
and other European governments.

I think one of my inputs into this, or 
any consultation on the use of data in 
this area, would certainly be around not 
using data to justify any specific political 
decision or pathway and then ignoring 
exactly the same data analysis when it 
becomes an inconvenient nuisance to 
a change in policy. As a scientist under 
lockdown, I found this apparent lack of 

transparency at times extremely frus-
trating, as I am sure most of you have 
done as well. This may have led to the 
sporadic resignations of some of the UK’s 
top experts from governmental advisory 
bodies. Unfortunately, this now includes 
Professor Sir Jeremy Farrar, a longstanding 
Director of the Wellcome Trust2 with an 
exceptional global scientific reputation in 
the field. He has been outspoken about 
how expert advice has been used, and 
recently resigned as a member of the 
Scientific Advisory body for Emergencies 
(SAGE). He has been critical of the 
way scientific advice has been handled 
by government and has published his 
insights into this area this year.3

Communication 
improvements and data 
infrastructures
Rant over. The pandemic has shown the 
importance of some of the core tenants 
of Mission Four around the security of 
data infrastructures and the protection 
of data-driven services. Looking back to 
March 2020 and the UK entering lock-
down, our communication providers 
have made enormous strides in adapt-
ing their services and software solutions 
to meet our multi-person, simultaneous 

communication desires. Watching 
people’s lips move in a conference call, 
speaking words I had heard five seconds 
earlier are fortunately a thing of the past. 
For the most part, our behaviours have 
also changed for the better (the infamous 
British local council meetings viewable 
on YouTube being the notable excep-
tions!) with a significantly larger degree 
of self-discipline required in contentious 
meetings. People trying to aggressively 
shout down discussion when they think 
they are losing an argument is mostly a 
thing of the past. Speaking louder or over 
the top of an existing speaker usually 
just results in nobody hearing anything 
either party has to say. If we could repli-
cate those enormous improvements in 
the software and underlying IT infrastruc-
ture, we have observed in the last 22 
months to, say, the ability to securely and 
robustly get data in a timely manner from 
a chemical plant running in an Industry 
4.0 type environment, that would greatly 
enhance our ability to deliver on the 
energy and resource savings prom-
ised by such innovations. Guess what, 
in Mission One we also get to hear 
about the need for further developing 
an Information Management Framework 
establishing a common language for 
Digital Twins and to quote one author 
on this subject “Digital twins (DT) are 
the key enablers for transformation to 
Industry 4.0 (I4.0)”.4 The communication 
of data from plant-based sensors such 
as spectroscopic instruments monitoring 
reaction progress within industrial plants 
is, of course, a key component within an 
I4.0 chemical manufacturing scenario. 
For more information on similar topics 
there are a number of excellent articles in 
this journal as well as in the area of the 
Theory of Sampling with Figure 2 show-
ing an example taken from an expert in 
the field.5

Call for evidence on 
metrics
Now, if like me you missed the origi-
nal call for consultation, which was only 
open for 13 weeks last year when many 
people’s focus was understandably else-
where, the questions that were asked are 
available6 and the consultation report 
has been published.7 This seems to be 

Figure 1. Cover image of the new book 
written by Jeremy Farrar and Anjana Ahuja. 
Reproduced with kind permission of Profile 
Books.
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an excellent initiative and has received 
some very good inputs from the origi-
nal strategy paper that are relevant to our 
industrial and academic base. I think we 
should support it wherever possible.

Now they are specially looking for input 
from different groups which include:
	� technology and data-driven, or data-

rich companies
	� investors in technology and data 

companies
	� academics, and research and policy 

organisations with a particular inter-
est in the role of data in the econ-
omy and society
	� international data standards, regula-

tion and governance bodies

As they point out for the National Data 
Strategy to be successful, they need 
to have a clear grasp of the real-world 
context for our action, and as they devel-
oped the monitoring and evaluation 
framework, they kept coming up against 
the “difficulties of measuring the impact 
of data specifically aimed at evidence on 
metrics to assess how the missions are 
delivering”.

So now there is an invitation to 
suggest concrete ways of assessing their 
success. Again, this has a very short 
window of opportunity, closing on Friday 
3 December 2021. If you believe you 
have something to contribute especially 
on these two key topics:

1)	 Are you aware of any metrics which 
currently exist which we could use as 
indicators for the pillars or opportuni-
ties? If so, please provide a hyperlink 
or further information on where they 
are recorded. We would particularly 
value input where we have no or low 
confidence measures.

2)	 Do you have any thoughts on metrics 
which are being developed, or could 
be developed, which we could use 
as indicators for the pillars or oppor-
tunities?

use the DCMS’s online survey platform 
to submit your response to get your 
views heard!8
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Figure 2. Flow path of the generic pharmaceutical manufacturing process with the principal 
sampling locations indicated taken from Reference 5 with permission.
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