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Hello and thank you for inviting me to speak to you today at your Forum on
“Academies for the Future in the Age of Crises”.

It is a real pleasure to join you — if virtually - only three months into my new role as
President of the Royal Society; and | hope this will be part of an ongoing dialogue
with the Science Council of Japan.

You have asked me to comment on what the role of an academy is in the age of
crises.

To address this, let me first reflect on the crises that | see we now face - not only as
academies, but as domestic and global communities.

The obvious one, and the reason | am speaking to you via this video rather than in
person, is the COVID-19 pandemic that has utterly changed our lives over the past
year. But on top of that, we also face the ongoing, and accelerating, global crises of
climate change and biodiversity loss. And this is all against a backdrop of such other
challenges as growing inequality, an aging population, the spread of misinformation,
and threats against academic and other freedoms.

So what can an Academy do in the face of such crises?

The Royal Society was created as an independent Fellowship of leading scientists in
1660 and, as reflected in its founding Charters of the 1660s, it's fundamental
purpose has been to recognise, promote, and support excellence in science and
to encourage the development and use of science for the benefit of humanity.

As the importance of science to everyone’s health and wellbeing has been put in the
spotlight over the last year, | think those principles are ones that have stood the test
of time and remain relevant today. We have all seen how science has played a
crucial role in the COVID-19 crisis — with rapid sharing of the viral genome
sequence, rapid test development, and extraordinary efforts on development of
treatments and vaccinations. Here in the UK, scientists, including many of our
Fellows, have become household names for their work on researching and
improving our knowledge of COVID-19, and statistical and scientific principles have
become staples on the nightly news. We have certainly seen the science community
rise to this challenge; and we have seen the importance of science to humanity.
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In that context, the Royal Society, as an independent Academy, has, | believe,
played an important role. It has acted as a convenor and broker to provide
independent and impartial advice to Government and policymakers; it has also
ensured that all research findings and data relevant to the COVID-19 pandemic are
made open access in our journals; it has maintained a strong dialogue with the
press, has delivered a programme of public engagement activities, and has
provided resources and activities relevant to a wider public including parents
supporting learning from home.

Let me unpick some of that.

The effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on our economies, health and social
wellbeing have been profound. However, they have also demonstrated the
importance of harnessing the best science advice and expertise and have led to a
renewed understanding that science advice is important across all areas of
Government. In my view, this presents an opportunity for Academies to show the
important role they can play in that regard. And | therefore very much hope that our
experience with COVID-19 will help boost the role of science in policy-making in the
future; and, within that, the role of Academies as convenors of that advice - such that
we see even better working between the science and policy making communities.

And, of course, | am not only talking about the use of science advice during
emergencies. The case is just as strong in relation to the ongoing crises of
climate change and biodiversity loss, which if left unmitigated, will be catastrophic
for the future of humanity. And it is also the case for other issues that challenge our
policy makers such as gene-editing or data. | therefore think that we need to build
on what we have learnt during the pandemic to ensure greater focus on policy advice
for long-standing and predictable crises; and for other policy challenges where
science advice is needed.

| would then like to turn to the fact that, despite the successes, the current crisis has
tested public in trust in science internationally and in the UK. Science and
scientists have been under the spotlight and at the heart of political decision-taking
like never before. Public attitudinal research shows us that here in the UK the public
have a positive disposition towards science and scientists, and this also carries
through to scientists at the forefront of dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic.
However, the science community needs to work hard to maintain the trust we enjoy.
It is important therefore that scientists retain their independence and are
transparent and open in their approach to talking about their work and how
‘science is done’.
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Giving everybody the tools to critically engage with science and having honest
conversations with the public about science’s benefits, as well as its limitations, are
vital to support a healthy public trust in science. That's exactly what we have
been doing with our public programme of events exploring the pandemic. We have
been bringing together scientists working on COVID-19 in a series of events
exploring the pandemic. So far we have looked at topics such as understanding
data and statistics in a time of COVID-19; we have explored what we do and don’t
know about the virus and the role of science in battling the pandemic; and we have
discussed people’s questions and concerns about the COVID-19 vaccines.

So, for me, a clear role here also for Academies — engaging not only with policy
makers, but with the public in an open and transparent way.

In order to do this, | think that we also need to focus on promoting diversity and
inclusion and a strong research culture as another key role for our Academies.
As the UK’s national science academy, the Society believes that it has a particular
responsibility to lead by example in the science community and to ensure that
diversity and inclusion are embedded across all our activities. A lack of diversity
across the scientific community represents a large loss of talent both in the
UK and globally.

Only ten per cent of the Society’s current Fellowship are women. However, during
the period 2016 to 2020 23% of new Fellows elected were women. It is gratifying to
see a doubling of the proportion of female Fellows in recent years and we have
achieved this through steps such as actively encouraging the nominations of
more women candidates. However, women are only one of the underrepresented
communities in science. Ethnic minority researchers, and particularly
individuals from Black ethnic groups, experience barriers throughout their careers
that limit their progression in science and see them leave academia at much higher
rates. This is interrelated with issues of socioeconomic deprivation, which mean too
many young people from working class communities across the whole of the UK are
unable to pursue higher education.

If academies can find ways to encourage participation in science, from a young age,
and from all parts of our community, then they will be doing a service to scientific
excellence in the long-term.

So, I've spoken about: supporting excellent research, science, and innovation;
facilitating science for the benefit of humanity; delivering informed, independent, and
impartial policy advice; ensuring healthy public trust in science through public
engagement; and promoting diversity and inclusion in science. One thing | have not
yet mentioned which links all of those things and is central to the role of an academy
is international cooperation.
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In 1723 the first Foreign Secretary of the Royal Society, Philip Henry Zollman, was
appointed, 59 years before the UK Government appointed its first Foreign Secretary.
And it is safe to say internationalism has always been of huge importance to the
Society. Working with international partners to encourage, support, and convene
science that goes beyond borders on areas of shared interest is consistent with the
basic tenets of science. Science is a global endeavour. Itis at the heart of
modern life throughout the world and is inherently and increasingly international and
collaborative. Academies must ensure they develop partnerships between scientists
and brings together scientists and policy makers from around the world in order to
address the global challenges that face us today.

Finally, I would like to thank you once again for inviting me to speak to you today. |
would also like to thank the Science Council of Japan for highlighting the
importance of reflecting on what role academies have or could have. Although many
academies began with the goal of recognising the scientific elite, | believe we must
continue to move beyond that and ensure that we are all collectively addressing,
as best we can, the crises that face society today.
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