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Marit explains the idea of the ETHNA system
Marit: What role should this kind of system have, for example with respect to REC? Can an internal ethics system fill any gaps, in terms of quality assurance, anchoring, etc.?
Hilde:
Quote#1
“Such a system at institutional level could work in large institutions, but it seems somewhat oversized for smaller institutions. Such a committee system is expensive, it is time consuming, resource consuming. It must be well justified for one to spend so much time and effort on it”.
The Research Ethics Act places a great deal of responsibility on the institutions, as does GDPR. We already have research integrity committees, which have a more limited mandate than what you describe for ETHNA. RRI is incredibly broad … I am not afraid of overlap with REC; [RRI] is a large area that does not overlap with RECs mission. I do not see any conflict there. But parallel [medical ethics] committees would not be desirable.
Hilde comments that many of the RRI tasks are already incorporated into decision-making bodies in the higher education sector, and asks whether ETHNA’s ambition is to centralize all these functions in one formal body?
Marit: The idea is to coordinate the efforts that are already being made. It is very different how one works with the different RRI dimensions today, also internally at the institutions. The ETHNA system can also be about common procedures, such as the procedures that exist for good clinical practice… which will help to ensure that the research is responsible.
Quote #2
“One of the important elements of RRI seems to be open research. A lot of resources are being spent on this already. It has a lot to say for the relationship between researcher and society, user participation, it seems to be a prerequisite for RRI. But to bring together everything that is done in this field in one committee … it seems that every sub-element in RRI is so complex, it requires such specialized expertise, that I think that centralizing it on few hands does not necessarily raise the quality of the work…”
Marit: yes, there are several processes that must run in parallel here, and work is being done on several levels. And that brings us perhaps to the framework within which ETHNA must be placed… ETHNA cannot change the framework conditions. 
Hilde: Norway is the only country in the world that has a system like the national ethics committees. They work with awareness raising, give advice, try to foresee ethical issues that may arise in the future… And it seems to coincide with what ETHNA should be?
Marit: Yes, the idea of ETHNA is in many ways similar to the national committees.

Quote #3
“I think it [ETHNA office] is placed at the wrong institutional level as you describe it. It belongs at the national level. One cannot break down the work on these topics to a lower level than the national level. It will be too low a level at the institutional level”
Marit: So, you think that there is no need for a more systematic quality assurance of the applications that come in to REK for example?
Hilde. Yes, there is a need for that, but that is a limited field.
Marit: Can you say something about what such a quality assurance system should look like in that case, ideally?
Quote #4
“[An ideal quality assurance system] would involve someone with sufficient authority, at the faculty level, who could guarantee that the project is in line with the values of the organization, as well as with the procedures that apply, and who makes sure that someone with professional competence vouches for the scientific quality”. 
Marit: Could an ethical officer function as a unifying, coordinating authority at faculty level in this sense?
Quote #5
Yes, [an ethical officer at faculty level] would be easier to swallow than a committee. That would involve that there would be someone with a coordinating function, who would ensure that the procedures were systematized. But the task of formulating a code of ethics, etc, that must be placed at the national level”.
Marit: the idea in ETHNA is that there should be an ethics committee that is centrally located, which should be a driver, a coordinator, for all aspects to do with RRI in the organization. Could one imagine that this committee communicated with the national ethics committees when formulating a local code of ethics?
Hilde: If you compare with the privacy ombudsman in charge of GPDR, I see that it is incredibly difficult to get an overview, even in a medium-sized organization like NTNU. One person is in charge of assessing procedures, making guidelines, etc. It is completely unmanageable.
Marit: Is it due to insufficient resources?
Quote #6
Yes, but it also because the cases are very diverse. And that is in a very limited field, and RRI will cover everything. It's a huge topic. Furthermore, one may ask whether RRI is the most important interdisciplinary work we do, and whether everything should be organized according to this goal.
Marit: another premise that underlies a centralized system is that the same rules should apply to everyone. Is that the right approach?
Quote#7
The R&I sector is a mix of drops… one size fits all sounds like … it makes the work more difficult.

Quote #8
One possible example of good practice is from the biobank world, the European network DBMRI. They have a separate department (ELSi) a hub with researchers working in the field, with a help-desk that you can contact to get answers to questions. They also have a Q& A section on their webpage. It offers support, guidelines, and a communication channel, and they also provide a recipe for what qualifies as a good biobank, in terms of indicators. i is limited to one field, biobanking, but it is a good example of a coordinating body.
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