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The Science and Technology Committee 

The Science and Technology Committee is appointed by the House of Commons 
to examine the expenditure, administration and policy of the Office of Science 
and Innovation and its associated public bodies. 

Current membership 

Mr Phil Willis MP (Liberal Democrat, Harrogate and Knaresborough) (Chairman) 
Adam Afriyie MP (Conservative, Windsor) 
Mrs Nadine Dorries MP (Conservative, Mid Bedfordshire) 
Mr Robert Flello MP (Labour, Stoke-on-Trent South) 
Linda Gilroy MP (Labour, Plymouth Sutton)  
Dr Evan Harris MP (Liberal Democrat, Oxford West & Abingdon) 
Dr Brian Iddon MP (Labour, Bolton South East) 
Chris Mole MP (Labour/Co-op, Ipswich) 
Dr Bob Spink MP (Conservative, Castle Point) 
Graham Stringer MP (Labour, Manchester, Blackley) 
Dr Desmond Turner MP (Labour, Brighton Kemptown) 

Powers 

The Committee is one of the departmental Select Committees, the powers of 
which are set out in House of Commons Standing Orders, principally in SO 
No.152. These are available on the Internet via www.parliament.uk 

Publications 

The Reports and evidence of the Committee are published by The Stationery 
Office by Order of the House. All publications of the Committee (including press 
notices) are on the Internet at www.parliament.uk/s&tcom 
A list of Reports from the Committee in this Parliament is included at the back of 
this volume. 

Committee staff 

The current staff of the Committee are: Dr Lynn Gardner (Clerk); Dr Celia 
Blacklock (Second Clerk); Mr Edward Waller (Assistant Clerk); Dr Christopher 
Tyler (Committee Specialist); Dr Joanna Dally (Committee Specialist); Ana 
Ferreira (Committee Assistant); Christine McGrane (Committee Secretary); and 
Jonathan Olivier Wright (Senior Office Clerk). 

Contacts 

All correspondence should be addressed to the Clerk of the Science and 
Technology Committee, Committee Office, 7 Millbank, London SW1P 3JA. The 
telephone number for general inquiries is: 020 7219 2793; the Committee’s e-
mail address is: scitechcom@parliament.uk 
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Summary 

Science and discovery centres contribute to the education of young people about science 
and inspire them to take up careers in science, technology, engineering and mathematics. 
They also engage the public with scientific issues and play important roles in their local 
communities. However, there is widespread concern about the future of science centres. 

Many science centres are struggling financially. We agree with the Government’s stance 
that it should not fund failing science centres and note that there is a lack of robust 
evidence that demonstrates how effective science centres are in terms of their core goals. 
We recommend that the Government commission independent research to ascertain the 
effectiveness of science centres. 

In the short term there are a number of science centres that risk closure and the 
Government should take steps to ensure that this does not happen. We recommend that 
the Government make available limited, competitively-awarded, short-term funding to 
support those science centres that are struggling financially. We also recommend that steps 
are taken to reduce the tax burden on science and other educational centres. 

We found the level of co-ordination and collaboration between science centres and 
between science centres and other bodies to be variable. Ecsite-uk is well placed to assess 
models that exist in Scotland and internationally, with a view to implementing structural 
and best practice guidance that promotes co-ordination between science centres across the 
UK. In terms of Government co-ordination, there has been uncertainty about which 
department has responsibility for science centres. We welcome the Minister for Science 
and Innovation’s offer, on behalf of the Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills, 
to take responsibility for science centres, and recommend that this responsibility be 
formally written into the Minister’s portfolio. 
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1 Introduction 

Science and discovery centres 

1. Science and discovery centres provide informal education in all kinds of scientific and 
technological areas: astronomy, cellular biology, chemistry, climatology, ecology, energy 
generation, engineering, innovation, the history of science, marine biology, mathematics, 
medicine, physics and zoology, to name a few. Science centres, discovery centres, 
exploration centres and learning centres make up an extremely diverse group, with the 
common characteristic of the use of interactive exhibits to spark curiosity and to help 
people to understand scientific issues and phenomena.1 

2. The key goals of science centres are: 

a) to inspire young people to study and take up careers in science, technology, engineering 
and mathematics2; 

b) to educate and to enthuse children about science and innovation and contribute to the 
professional development of science teachers3; and 

c) to inform and to engage the public with scientific issues.4 

3. Science centres share these aims with many museums, and indeed some museums come 
under the broad banner of ‘science and discovery centres’ (for example, ThinkTank in 
Birmingham) and some science centres are housed within museums (for example, Launch 
Pad at the Science Museum, London). However, science centres as institutions are typically 
differentiated from museums on the grounds that museums house collections and science 
centres do not.5 

4. The concept of interactive exhibits to enthuse and engage young people is not new: there 
has been an interactive children’s gallery at the Science Museum in London since 1931. 
However, the current diversity and popularity is a relatively recent phenomenon. The 
Exploratory in Bristol opened in 1983 and others soon followed: George Green’s Mill & 
Science Centre, Nottingham, in 1985, and Techniquest, Cardiff, and Launch Pad, at the 
Science Museum, London, in 1986. Since then, the science centre concept has expanded 
and centres varying in size and specialism have opened across the United Kingdom. The 
diversity and location of these centres has, on the whole, evolved according to regional 
needs and opportunities, rather than by a centralised strategy. There are currently more 
than 100 science centres in the UK (see Annex A for a list). Their representative body is 
Ecsite-uk, the UK Network of Science Centres and Museums. Ecsite-uk’s purpose is “to 

 
1 Q 1 

2 Ev 28-29, 37, 72-73, 78-79, 89, 102, 115, 120-121, 131, 144-146, 149, 164-166, 175, 178, 179, 182, 186-187, 195, 200-
202, 213  

3 Ev 23, 25-26,38-39, 41-43, 53-54, 67-69, 75-81, 83, 87, 89, 96, 98, 101-105, 109-110, 115, 120-121, 131, 137, 143-145, 
149, 154, 156, 159, 164-166, 168, 176, 179-180, 187, 192-195, 199, 200-203, 207-208, 212-213 

4 Ev 39, 41, 44, 53-54, 67, 73-75, 89-90, 96, 103, 105, 109-110, 115, 116-118, 120-121, 129, 131, 136-139, 143-144,154, 
157, 161-162, 164-166, 178, 180, 182, 186, 187, 195-196, 198, 200-203, 206-207, 213 

5 Q 2 
























































































