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Members of the SCJ, dear colleagues

Thank you for inviting me to share some thoughts on a topic that goes to the heart of the
qguestion: what are academies for? In a general way we know the answer. But the question is a
more pointed one, viz. how do academies act at a time of an existential crisis, and with regard to a
future laden with uncertainties and threats to the well-being, perhaps survival, of humankind?

The contemporary context is one of

e demands for actionable knowledge to inform pathways towards global sustainability, in a
period or epoch referred to as the Anthropocene, referring to the significant human
impact on the planet's climate and ecosystems.

e Secondly, the globally pervasive digital revolution brings with it unprecedented
opportunities for development and progress, while at the same time opening the way to
challenges to the value of scientific enquiry through pseudoscientific and anti-scientific
rhetoric.

e Thirdly, the calls for progress in global exchange, benefit sharing and cooperation have
become more urgent, against a backdrop of resurgent nationalism in many parts of the
world.

With regard to the global agendas

e First, it is clear, e.g. from the 2019 Human Development Report, that progress towards the
SDGs has been extremely uneven, with respect to the different goals, and also with
respect to different regions of the world.

* Inequality is a persistent challenge which rears its head within all of the goals and
represents a serious obstacle to progress across the SDGS and other major agendas such
as the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, the Sendai Framework on Disaster
Risk, and the New Urban Agenda.

Then, in addition we have the reality of the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic, which has set progress back
significantly. It is certainly not a leveller: on the contrary the most marginalized and vulnerable
communities have been most acutely affected.

We have seen around 80m more thrown into extreme poverty as a result of the pandemic, and
inequalities have been exacerbated.

In this regard, UN SG Antonio Guterres has referred to what he calls the inequality virus: he says,
and | quote:
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“Covid has been likened to an X-ray, revealing fractures in the fragile skeleton of the societies that
we have built.”

“Covid-19 may lead to an increase in inequality in almost every country at once, the first time
since records began.”

The role of science and technology

The role of S&T in relation to the SDGs is more than simply that of one of a number of contributing
sectors. As the GSDR makes clear, it is one of four levers to accelerate progress towards the SDGs,
working in a complementary way with the other three, viz. governance, economy and finance,
individual and collective action.

Academies and other scientific bodies have to consider the question as to how best to respond to
the current and future crises, within the context of their place as one arm of the
science-society-policy nexus, and in relation to activities that would generally fall under the
headings of

Science advice or science for policy

Science diplomacy

Public engagement in science

It is now more important than ever that the relationship between the scientific community,
policymakers and civil society be based on trust: trust in scientists, in science, and the scientific
method. That trust has to be earned, by ensuring that we conduct our work and interactions in a
responsible and ethical manner.

But while trust is a prerequisite for effective engagement, it is not sufficient.

Policymakers and society at large be well informed of the underlying science, evidence,
interpretation, uncertainties

* Ascientifically literate population is central to societal and economic development
e So scientists have an important role in the public discourse, that is,

- a responsibility to disseminate scientific knowledge accessibly and comprehensibly
- to defend the scientific method, articulate the values of science
- to convey how science works: consensus, uncertainty

e Able to engage with dramatic scientific developments that carry the promise of major
benefits, but which may also lead to serious ethical questions (e.g. gene editing).

Secondly, recognising that the major challenges we face are global in nature, it is vital that the
scientific community works towards greater cooperation, not only across national and other
boundaries, but also across science systems of varying strength and capacity. We will not address
the challenges successfully without recognizing the importance of equitable access to scientific
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knowledge and, coupled with this, serious attempts to ensure that those regions that are
marginalized socio-economically and scientifically are truly part of and contributors to the
networks of partnerships and collaborative activity. In these ways academies are in a position to
lead in efforts towards equitable transformation. It is clear that COVID-19 has drastically changed
our world, but we must use the lessons learnt to build a more resilient and sustainable future, and
to works towards recovery in an equitable, inclusive manner.

I’d like to share an example of such activity in the form of a partnership between the ISC and the
International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis (IIASA), which combines the strengths and
expertise of the two organizations to define and design equitable sustainability pathways, through
a multi-sectoral collaboration. The goal of this collaborative effort is to encourage a more
equitable post-COVID world, not leaving anyone behind, and has been inspired by the UN
Framework of action for urgent socio-economic support to countries and societies in the face of
COVID-19, with its ambition to “build back better”.

The outcome of a period of intensive engagement among a diverse group of thought leaders has
been a series of publications under the heading “Transformations Within Reach: Pathways to a
Sustainable and Resilient World”. These present the results and recommendations from the
consultative platform on the policy choices needed to design sustainable pathways during the
COVID-19 recovery period and beyond, with respect to four themes, viz.

Governance for sustainability
Strengthening science systems
Resilient food systems

Sustainable energy

Beyond the particular contributions, the collaboration is a good example of organizations working
together towards a goal that is shaped by a look to the future, addressing the post-crisis
challenges in a way that is strongly influenced by considerations of equity and solidarity.

Concluding remark

Academies and other scientific institutions have a major responsibility, as part of collective efforts,
to engage cooperatively, and to ensure that science and scientists are able to act effectively in
bringing scientific knowledge to bear in addressing the major challenges faced by humanity and
the natural world.

| applaud the Science Council of Japan’s decision to convene a discussion whose objective is for
academies to examine critically their role in times of crisis, such as we experience at present. On
behalf of the ISC | wish all participants well in coming to grips with this question, in the course of
the presentations and discussions.

Thank you.
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