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The National Party , Queensland farming lobby group AgForce , and MP Bob Katter  have
banded together to propose an “independent science quality assurance agency”.

To justify their position, Liberal-National MP George Christensen and AgForce’s Michael Guerin
specifically invoked the “replication crisis” in science, in which researchers in various fields have
found it difficult or impossible to reproduce and validate original research findings. Their
proposal, however, is not a good solution to the problem. 

The more important context is that these politicians and lobbyists are opposed to new laws  to
curb agricultural runoff onto the Great Barrier Reef that are underpinned by research finding
evidence of 
harm from poor water quality
. Christensen 
suggests
that many scientific papers behind such regulation “have never been tested and their
conclusions may be wrong”. But Christensen seems to be targeting specific results he doesn’t
like, rather than trying to improve scientific practice in a systematic way.

       Read more:       Science is in a reproducibility crisis &ndash; how do we resolve it?

In various scientific areas, including psychology and preclinical medicine, large-scale
replication projects
have failed to reproduce the findings of many original studies. The rates of success differ
between fields, but on average only 
half
or
fewer
of published studies were successfully replicated. Clearly there is a problem.

Much of the problem is due to hyper-competitiveness in science, funding shortfalls, publication
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https://campusmorningmail.com.au/news/national-party-wants-independent-agency-to-vet-research/
https://www.abc.net.au/7.30/farmers-fight-tough-new-rules-to-protect-the-great/11526168
https://www.bobkatter.com.au/media/media-releases/view/1029/katter-demands-govt-audit-reef-quality-science-/media-releases
https://www.qld.gov.au/environment/agriculture/sustainable-farming/reef/reef-regulations/strengthening-regulations
https://theconversation.com/cloudy-issue-we-need-to-fix-the-barrier-reefs-murky-waters-39380
https://www.facebook.com/gchristensenmp/photos/a.769408183114112/2334140303307551/?type=3&amp;theater
http://theconversation.com/science-is-in-a-reproducibility-crisis-how-do-we-resolve-it-16998
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-018-06075-z
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-018-06075-z
https://cos.io/about/news/28-classic-and-contemporary-psychology-findings-replicated-more-60-laboratories-each-across-three-dozen-nations-and-territories/
https://www.castoredc.com/blog/replication-crisis-medical-research
https://www.nature.com/news/over-half-of-psychology-studies-fail-reproducibility-test-1.18248
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practices, and the use of performance metrics that privilege quantity over quality. 

Scientists themselves have documented the poor practices  that underlie this crisis, such as the
misuse of statistics , often

unwittingly, in ways that bias findings towards attention-grabbing conclusions. These practices
distort the evidence available to policy-makers and other researchers. 

Scientists have also already produced responses to some problems: reforms in peer review , g
uidelines for  methods and statistical reporting
, and 
new platforms for data sharing
. These improvements are possible only by taking the replication crisis seriously. Paying lip
service to it so as to attack particular legislation is the opposite of this.

Making decisions under uncertainty

Establishing an agency with a mission to adjudicate on hand-picked scientific results would
make things worse. 

At best, such an agency will be one more review panel. At worst, it will be a bureaucratic front
for the political agenda of the day. Either way, it will make scientists even more cautious, and
delay the flow of information to policy-makers.

The track records of the lobbyists involved in this latest move suggests that they have little
genuine interest in improving science. AgForce reportedly deleted more than a
decade&rsquo;s worth of data meant for a government water quality program
in advance of the new runoff regulations taking effect.

Exploiting scientific uncertainty has long been a classic tactic of industry lobbyists. It has been
used to justify inaction on everything from tobacco  to climate change . Local politicians and
lobby groups seem to be copying moves from a well-worn overseas playbook in their misuse of
the replication crisis.
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https://theconversation.com/there-is-a-problem-australias-top-scientist-alan-finkel-pushes-to-eradicate-bad-science-123374
https://theconversation.com/our-survey-found-questionable-research-practices-by-ecologists-and-biologists-heres-what-that-means-94421
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-019-02674-6
https://cos.io/top/
https://cos.io/top/
https://osf.io/dashboard
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2019/may/02/agforce-deletes-decades-worth-of-data-from-government-funded-barrier-reef-program
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2019/may/02/agforce-deletes-decades-worth-of-data-from-government-funded-barrier-reef-program
https://www.merchantsofdoubt.org/
https://www.thegwpf.com/donna-laframboise-peer-review-why-skepticism-is-essential/
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Scientists can never make pronouncements with the certainty of a politician. But if, as a society,
we want to benefit fully from science, we need to accept the idea of scientific uncertainty. The
existence of uncertainties does not justify rejection of the best available evidence.

To defend science we need to improve it

It is tempting to respond to politically motivated attacks on science by simply pointing to the
excellent track record of scientific knowledge, or the good intentions of the vast majority of
scientists. 

But there is a better reason: scientists themselves have been improving science. As advocates
of reform, we have been told that pointing out problems helps the anti-science movement. We
disagree: being open about our work to improve science is essential for building public trust.

Science is something that humans do. It is self-correcting when, and only when, scientists corr
ect it
. Research is hard work, and we can’t expect scientists never to make errors or to provide
complete certainty. But we can expect scientists to create a culture that values detecting and
correcting errors.

Admitting errors in one’s own work, finding them in others’ work, reporting them, retracting
results when necessary, and correcting the record are activities that should be the most highly
regarded of scientific practices. We need to shift the balance of rewards away from rewarding
only groundbreaking discoveries, and towards the painstaking work of confirmation.

A cultural shift in this regard is already underway, to better align scientific practices with
scientific values . But there is
more to be done, and governments can help.

       Read more:       Scientific data should be shared: an open letter to the ARC
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https://twitter.com/jamesheathers/status/845696144999137280
https://twitter.com/jamesheathers/status/845696144999137280
https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/bigideas/sharing-science-%E2%80%93-for-the-good-of-all/11330816
https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/bigideas/sharing-science-%E2%80%93-for-the-good-of-all/11330816
http://theconversation.com/scientific-data-should-be-shared-an-open-letter-to-the-arc-9458
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There are sensible policies to support the open science initiatives that will reduce error
production and increase error detection in scientific work. Different fields need different
approaches, but here are two ideas.

First, improve funding allocation procedures. Reward self-correcting activities such as
replication studies. Don’t require every piece of funded research to be groundbreaking. Don’t
rely on flawed metrics. Enforce best-practice data management and open data practices
whenever feasible. This can all be done without establishing an inefficient agency whose likely
effect is to delay action.

Second, establish a national independent office of research integrity to allow errors in the
scientific literature, whether deliberate or accidental, to be corrected in a fair, efficient, and
systematic way. Unlike the politicians’ proposal, this would improve the process for all
researchers, not just act as a handbrake on research findings that lobbyists don’t like.
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Read more http://theconversation.com/real-problem-wrong-solution-why-the-nationals-shouldn
t-politicise-the-science-replication-crisis-124076
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