
 

1 

© Royal Society of Chemistry 2023. Registered charity number 207890. 
 

 
Proposed Operating Principles for the United Nations Science-Policy Panel 
on Chemicals, Waste, and the Prevention of Pollution 

June 2023 

The Royal Society of Chemistry’s response to the UN Stakeholder Consultation 

The United Nations Environment Assembly (UNEA) decided in March 2022 that a science-policy panel (SPP) 

should be established to contribute to the sound management of chemicals and waste to prevent pollution. 

UNEA further decided to convene an ad hoc open-ended working group (OEWG) to prepare proposals for this 

new panel, through its Resolution 5/8. 

During the resumed first session of the OEWG1.2, Member States requested that the Secretariat of the OEWG 
solicit written submissions from Member States and relevant stakeholders regarding the operating principles 

that will govern the work of the panel.  

The UNEP provided a background document that considered the options for operating principles based on 
discussions from OWEG1.2 and in reference to other relevant science-policy interfaces. The consultation asked 

participants to evaluate five categories of potential principles: credibility,  relevance/salience, legitimacy, cross-
cutting themes, and other elements.  

The Royal Society of Chemistry (RSC), as a UN Environment Programme (UNEP) registered stakeholder, responded 

to this consultation following engagement with members of the ‘RSC SPP Engagement Group’, which comprises 
independent experts in the chemical sciences from all continents. This paper is structured according to the 

categories of operating principles included in the consultation submission. 

In responding to this consultation, the RSC has taken the view that anything that is an ‘Operating Principle’ of the 

panel would stand the test of time and would be unlikely to change over the long term; anything that is a ‘Rule of 
Procedure’ may change and be subject to review every 2-3 years, and anything that is ‘Guidelines’ would allow 

frequent review and flexibility to the accommodation of new ideas, innovation in science, and policy evolution.   

Operating Principle Rule of Procedure Guidelines 

• Integrity 

• Independence (from political processes) 

• Objectivity/impartiality 

• Policy relevant (but not policy prescriptive)  

• Inclusivity/balance 

• Transparency 

• Flexibility 

• Declaring Interests and determining 

conflicts of interest 

• Rigour and robustness 

• Interdisciplinatiry/multi-disciplinarity 

• Comprehensive, holistic, and 

integrative approaches 

• Provision of accessible outputs 

• Co-ordination, 

complementarity and 

cost-effectiveness 

• Promotion of 

innovation 

 

To be determined: Consensus-based approach 

Policy 
Position 

https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/42246/SPP_Principles_Background_document.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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Credibility 

Integrity – has to be an Operating Principle. All members of the new SPP would need to operate with a 

high degree of personal integrity and this would never change. Members should sign up to a defined code 
of conduct. A procedure would then need to be in place to assure members abided by the code of 

conduct. 

Independence (from political processes) – has to be an Operating Principle. No one is truly 

‘independent’ of funding sources or from influential organisations they are employed by, even their own 
personal political biases, not even those who may claim to be an independent academic. Funding for 

research and review work comes from somewhere be it universities, government, charities, NGOs or 

industry, and all of these can have influence on messaging, tone and evidence selection by individuals 
and organisations. The point is, those panel members who are reviewing scientific evidence and 

illustrating options based on that evidence need to be independent of political processes and biases – 

this should be a fundamental principle and all the work performed and individuals’ interests should be 

transparent. 

Objectivity/impartiality – has to be an Operating Principle. The SPP should provide evidence that it is 

operating impartially and reviewing evidence completely without ‘cherry picking’ data. All data 

interpretation should be performed in a true, comprehensive, objective and scientific manner, impartial 
to any ‘outcomes’ that politicians or policymakers wish to achieve. The scientific evidence must be 

presented in a truthful and honest way, being objectively assessed without bias. Where the same 

evidence can lead to different interpretations (and this is possible in chemical and toxicological risk 
assessment due to differences in global technical guidelines) this should be discussed and presented in 

an open and transparent way. How evidence is presented objectively, how risk and impact assessments 

are done and how conflicts of interest are managed for individuals participating in the SPP may then 

become procedures or guidelines documents. 

Declaring Interests and determining conflicts of interest – is a Procedure. It is extremely important in 

the field of chemicals policy where many lobby interests are at play to determine whether an interest 

presents a conflict in any given review or scenario. To assure the principles of objectivity and impartiality 
are in operation, one must assure the SPP has a rigorous rule of procedure for declaring ALL interests, 

and then determining whether there is a conflict, usually handled by the Chair(s) and the Secretariat. 

Rigour and robustness – a matter of Procedure. If the above principles are in place, scientists that work 
with integrity would work in a robust and rigorous manner that could be defined in procedures and 

guidelines.  Under this theme, there could be an expectation of the technical use of ‘systematic review’ of 

evidence on chemical data and environmental data by the SPP; this would bring resource implications if 
this approach was used, but this is the most rigorous analysis of evidence. A suggestion would be for the 

panel to consider rigorous and robust approaches for identifying and reviewing evidence, so as to be 

appropriately comprehensive for the question being asked. 

Interdisciplinarity/Multi-disciplinarity – mainly Procedural and context specific. In each activity of a 
work programme one can imagine different disciplines will be needed and identified as per the type of 

activity. In general however, there are also some points of principle that can be captured to ensure that 

all relevant voices and stakeholders are in the discussions. This will include natural scientists, 
socioeconomic scientists, industry scientists, consultants, academics, government scientists, indigenous 

community leaders…etc. The participation of relevant stakeholders can be captured in a rule of 

procedure.   
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Relevance/Salience 

Policy relevant (but not policy prescriptive) – has to be an Operating Principle. This principle is a key 

aspect of any science-policy interface. It is not the role of scientists to decide upon policy directions. It is 
likely that there will be regional specifics in the area of chemicals policy and National governments are 

expected to consider the nature of policy required as relevant to their circumstances. However, scientific 

evidence should be collated using an appropriate procedure for the question being asked and presented 

without then making recommendations for policy action. The interface is about communicating what the 
scientific and socio-economic evidence tells us about possible impacts and risks to individuals or 

populations. The panel could perform risk assessments and impact assessments that are region specific, 

as a matter of output based on evidence and present options as to what the risk and impacts mean for a 
population or community for example, but not prescribe the policy action that would follow. The political 

decisions would be multifactorial and may not be based on science alone. The SPP would need to respect 

that. The panel should be able to provide some interpretation about the kinds of options that could be 

available in terms of mitigating risks and impacts. Also, there may be a role in reviewing technological 

innovations/solutions that could be used; the SPP could illustrate what these might be. In the process of 

horizon scanning, the SPP may raise issues that are not currently on policy agendas – it would be a useful 

function of the panel to have a foresight role. 

Legitimacy 

Inclusivity/Balance – to seek to achieve this has to be an Operating Principle. The specifics of inclusivity 
and attracting people to be part of the SPP can be defined in rules of Procedure. The panel should always 

be inclusive of all stakeholders and be diverse in terms of regional representation and relevant protected 

characteristics. Balance should be sought in the representation of key characteristics in populations that 

are relevant to the subject being discussed. The SPP must also make sure the best experts covering the 

technical content are involved. What diverse representation means can change over time, can evolve and 

be defined per activity. Ten years ago we didn’t look at certain characteristics that we consider today, 
and new fields of science emerge such as artificial intelligence that we couldn’t necessarily have 

predicted to be relevant. There would be an impact in terms of ways of working if the SPP were to always 

proactively ensure balance of representation in all meetings that would need to be considered in terms of 

practicalities. 

Cross-cutting themes 

Transparency – has to be an Operating Principle. This should be a must in terms of the way the SPP will 
work. All meetings should be open. It is recognised however, that industry holds confidential data on 

chemicals assessment that may need to be discussed in ‘Reserved business’. A procedure for handling 

confidential industry-owned data must be developed to ensure that all data relevant to an evidence 
review are included, in the most transparent way possible e.g. through the provision of study summaries 

that can be put into the public domain. 

Flexibility – has to be an Operating Principle. The pace of scientific innovation in the field of chemicals 
safety assessment is rapid, particularly with the development of new approach methods (NAMs) and next 

generation risk assessment (NGRA) in toxicology. The work programme, procedures and guidelines must 

maintain an aspect of flexibility to allow for innovation. In terms of capacity building, it would need to be 

discussed as to whether developing nations should be upskilled in classical toxicological risk evaluation 
or modern NAMs and NGRA, for example. Flexibility in terms of the experts on the panel, the nature of 

how chemicals are prioritised, application of innovative ideas and technologies will require some degree 

of flexibility in how the panel brings in new people and ideas etc. 
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Co-ordination, complementarity and cost-effectiveness – could all be covered in Guidelines as the 
chemicals landscape will evolve over time, possibly annually. There are many conventions and work 

programmes that the work of the SPP will connect into, that ideally should be complementary. Chemicals 

policy is a complex landscape, and we should not spend unnecessary time and resource on making sure 
duplication is avoided. It is unlikely there will be exact duplication, as work would be of a more 

complementary and globally holistic nature than other bodies. Guidelines should be produced on how to 

ensure the work of the SPP provides value for money. Principles and rules on cost has links to inclusivity. 

The work cannot be done too cheaply, else quality will suffer; neither should meetings be extravagant. 
The principle should be about accountability and demonstrating value for money and how the 

funding and costs enable all to attend.  

Other elements that may be considered 

Promotion of Innovation - Guidelines could be written for the panel as to what this term means for 
member states in the context of the work of the SPP. RSC does not consider this to mean the promotion of 
commercial innovation and specific technologies, but it is more about innovative thinking, innovative ideas, 
reviews of general technical solutions to problems. The SPP can promote innovative ways of doing things. 
This being said, the remit of the SPP includes to be focussed on solutions. Where current technologies are 
not able to provide solutions, this will inevitably point to the need for innovation. 

Comprehensive, holistic and integrative approaches – are captured by Procedures. Funding, scope, 

urgency, and the question being asked all have a bearing on how comprehensive a piece of work needs to 

be. The scale of the available science is enormous in some areas, and therefore procedures of performing 

‘systematic review’ may need to be implemented. 

Consensus based approach – more discussion is needed to determine whether a consensus based 

approach should be a principle, procedure, or guideline. There is rarely a global consensus on a scientific 

evaluation. It is in the very nature of the scientific method that there will be disagreements, differences of 

opinion, differences in analysing the data, differences in interpretation. Declaring and explaining the 

reason for a minority opinion is important to providing thorough analysis of an issue. Full unanimity on 

what the data and evidence means may be very challenging to achieve. The job of the panel will be to 

explain the differences, similarities, variances and uncertainties in the interpretation of evidence a policy 

relevant way.  

However,  other multilaterial environmental agreements and similar bodies do employ a consensus 

based approach. It will be important to study the meaning of consensus in this context and consider how 

they manage a consensus based process. Consensus may also be useful to maximize the acceptance and 

visibility of the work of the Panel globally. The ISO (International Organization for Standardization – an 

independent, non-governmental international organization with a membership of 168 national standards 

bodies) definition of ‘consensus’ may be a useful starting point for further discussion:  

‘General agreement, characterized by the absence of sustained opposition to substantial issues by any 
important part of the concerned interests and by a process that involves seeking to take into account the 
views of all parties concerned and to reconcile any conflicting arguments’. (ISO/IEC Directives, Part 1, cl 2.5.6.)  

Provision of accessible outputs – is a Procedural matter. Every attempt should be made to do this as 

costs allow. In this sense, we assume it means outputs in different languages, accessible to those with 
sight or hearing issues, etc.;  and also, documents using language that a non-scientist can understand. 

Provision of accessible outputs is also a key aspect of the principle of transparency. 
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Incorporating the work of existing panels into the new SPP 

The RSC has identified Seven Operating Principles for the new science-policy panel for chemicals, waste and the 

prevention of pollution (SPP CWP). Members in the RSC Engagement Group on the SPP felt that there was 
precedent from the work of other panels for some aspects that could be transposed and made relevant for high 

level operating principles of this new SPP, i.e. using similar wording that has been used for IPCC, IPBES , IRP and 
GEO as starter text. Operating principles should be high level, pragmatic, practical and not change over time.   

Integrity 

Based on IRP – ‘Panel members maintain the integrity of the scientific process and avert any conflicts of 

interest [as per the specific guidelines developed for [SPP CWP] panel members in declaring conflicts of 

interest].’  

[There will need to be specific procedures and guidelines developed for this panel in terms of members 
declaring interests, and procedures in place for the Chair/Steering Committee/Secretariat for deciding 
when there is a conflict and action that follow e.g. exclusion from particular parts of meetings/writing or 
reviewing documents.]  

Independence (from political processes)  

Based on IRP - ‘Panel members carry out their research with impartiality; Steering Committee members 

provide input to [SPP CWP] scientists so as to enhance policy relevance without compromising the 

independent nature of the research.’  

[Assuming a Steering Committee would work here to connect science to policy] 

Objectivity/impartiality 

Based on IRP – ‘The [SPP CWP] undertakes critical, unbiased studies and assessments of best available 

science, follows robust methodologies and peer review processes, and ensures open and transparent 

decision-making processes [development of risk & impact assessments and risk management options].’  

Policy relevance  

Based on both IRP and IPBES – ‘The [SPP for CWP] provides scientific knowledge and assessments, 
including providing science-based policy options, in a nonprescriptive manner, responding to requests 

from its Steering Committee as well as from intergovernmental bodies including the United Nations 

Environment Assembly being mindful of the respective mandates of the multilateral [chemicals] 

agreements.’  

Inclusivity/balance 

Based on IRP and IPBES – ‘The [SPP on CWP] aims at striking and maintaining a balanced and diverse 

composition of the Panel, Steering Committee and Working Groups in terms of expertise, gender, and 

regional representation, recognising and respecting the contribution of indigenous and local knowledge.’  

Transparency 

Based on IPBES – ‘Use clear, transparent and scientifically credible processes for the exchange, sharing 
and use of data, information and technologies from all relevant sources, including non-peer-reviewed 
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literature [and (where possible) commercially available data, the confidentiality of which will be 

respected under the procedures of ‘reserved business’].’ 

[A procedure and guidelines will need to be developed for ‘reserved business’ the handling and inclusion 
of relevant industry data that would impact on an outcome if it was omitted from review.] 

Flexibility 

In terms of policy relevance, the RSC particularly advocates for a degree of agility and flexibility in how 

the SPP operates and responds to relevant issues in a timely way with evidence to support member 

states and the multilateral agreements/conventions: 

From GEO - ‘The relevance (or salience) of [the SPP for CWP] in terms of responding flexibly to the needs 

of Member States and stakeholders, for example for improving the effectiveness of environmental 

[chemicals] policy.’ 
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Contact  
The Royal Society of Chemistry would be happy to discuss any of the issues raised in our statement in 

more detail. Any questions should be directed to the RSC Policy & Evidence Team at policy@rsc.org.  

 
About us  

With about 50,000 members in over 100 countries and a knowledge business that spans the globe, the 

Royal Society of Chemistry is the UK’s professional body for chemical scientists, supporting and 

representing our members and bringing together chemical scientists from all over the world. Our 
members include those working in large multinational companies and small to medium enterprises, 

researchers and students in universities, teachers and regulators. There are numerous ways in which 

chemical scientists are working towards a sustainable, clean and healthy planet, and this position 
statement is part of The Royal Society of Chemistry’s contribution to do so. 

 

 


