
Eight principles for aligning science and policy 
making/planning… 

 
 

1) Credible science  - peer reviewed high quality science, which is 

2) Relevant science  - relevant to the policy issue, and has been 

3) Communicated clearly  e.g. with agreed terminology, as part of a 

4) Legitimate process  with stakeholders as part of process, and any  

5) Uncertainties identified  in the science and perhaps categorised, and then  

6) Uncertainties reduced  where possible and practicable, but then 

7) Risks of residual uncertainties have been assessed  and those risks are 

8) Managed with an appropriate tool  using generic or RMA specific tools for 

managing scientific uncertainty. 

 

 
 
To help bridge the gap between science and policy, follow the following eight 

principles: 

1. The start point is that the science is credible – that is, it would stand up to 

robust scrutiny from peers. This does not necessarily mean the science is 

published in scientific journals, but it should be of high quality, accurate, 

believable, and defendable under, for example, environment court questioning. 

2. It is also important that the science is salient - that is, directly relevant to the 

issue that the policy makers are trying to address. This means that early 

communication between the scientists and policy makers is important to make 

sure that the research questions are framed in the right way. 

3. The results of the research should be communicated clearly to the policy 

makers and other interested stakeholders. This may mean that research outputs 

(reports) are written with a number of audiences in mind: with enough detail 

able to be robustly scrutinised by peers but with summary information that all 

stakeholders can understand. This may include using agreed terminology, and 

for instance in the New Zealand Resource Management Act 1991 (RMA) 

framework, understanding the use of words that have particular meaning under 

the RMA (e.g. significant, effect). 



4. The science that is undertaken will be more easily accepted by all parties if it 

has been undertaken as part of a legitimate process. This means the process is 

seen as being procedurally unbiased and fair, i.e. the research has been done in 

a transparent way, and is not perceived to be favouring any particular party’s 

interests. 

5. Handling of uncertainties within the scientific information is vital to the 

successful transfer of science into policy. An important first step is that any 

scientific uncertainties are clearly identified. It may be possible to 

categorise the sources of uncertainty, to help better understand and manage the 

risks of those uncertainties. 

6. Identified uncertainties should be reduced, where this is possible and 

practicable. It may sometimes be possible to reduce uncertainties by carrying 

out further research, but this research may cost in terms of time and money, 

and not reduce uncertainties to such an extent that makes it practicable. 

7. After uncertainties have been identified and reduced, there will be some 

unavoidable residual uncertainty. The risks of this residual uncertainty need 

to be assessed, so that any differences in likelihood of the outcome (such as 

an increased likelihood of a significant adverse environment effect) are 

understood. 

8. Once the risks arising from residual uncertainties are assessed, they can be 

managed using appropriate tools. There are some generic tools that are 

useful for managing residual uncertainty, including: adaptive management, 

risk management approaches and precautionary approaches. In an RMA 

context, there are also tools inherent in the RMA which allow for uncertain 

information to be considered in decision making. These include: an implicit 

precautionary approach; a hierarchy of activities and review process in 

regional planning; a requirement for appropriately scaled assessments of 

environmental effects (AEEs); an ability to set appropriate monitoring 

conditions to monitor uncertain effects; the resource consent duration and 

review process; the ability to set bonds to allow for unforeseen effects; as well 

as some flexibility for innovation on a case by case basis. 
The above principles are based on information from a variety of sources, including: PCE  (2004) Missing links: connecting 

science with environmental policy, and Rouse and Norton (2009 submitted) Managing scientific uncertainty for regional 

resource management planning in New Zealand. 

H. Rouse and N. Norton, NIWA Christchurch, Dec 2009. 


