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The  IAP  ten  years  on

Why did the world's science academies feel the need, 10 years ago, (New Delhi, 1993), to join together (a total of 90 Academies worldwide) in creating the InterAcademy Panel (IAP) to pool their efforts?

A long history

Since their foundation in the 17th Century, the first academies of sciences were established as centres for debate, for the exchange and renewal of scientific ideas, and equally for reflection on what society might expect from technical discoveries. Subjects debated have included the shape of the Earth or a new theorem in mathematics; or - often at the sovereign’s request - improvement of lighting in towns or reform of the hospitals. There, science became the great dialogue between man and nature, an essential element of universal culture, a way of thinking, a school of freedom, but also a powerful tool placed in the service of society, an instrument of technical progress and a hope for unlimited advancement.

If this idyllic image has become confused, if our mastery of nature quite often exhausts the latter, if advances in science (to which we owe so much) sometimes lead to unexpected ethical or social problems, if our weapons of mass destruction are the hideous offspring of our technical virtuosity, and if the public no longer holds the scientist to the same respect as the latter formerly commanded
, should we not, even more now than before, retain the mission of the academies of sciences, and develop within them the capacity for debate, expertise and assessment of research? We must do this because each academy, in any given country, is able to play a major role, subject, at least, to the triple condition of what it is expected to be:

   - a reservoir of scientific excellence,

   - a place of independence in the face of different powers, be they political, economic… ,

   - a stable institution facing frequently changing decision structures.

A new perception of science

The drastic changes in our vision of the world which the science of the last century provoked are reflected in the image of science held by those who practise it from the inside. They started from a discipline which, in the 19th century, appeared to be on the verge of completing its course with the word `End' (“Everything that can be discovered has been discovered”, Charles Duell, 1899), to arrive today at a vision which is both more modest and more majestic. There was indeed a realisation that while our discoveries naturally increase the mass of our knowledge, they most frequently open up immense unknown fields which only these discoveries reveal to us, thereby unveiling before us a kind of endless tree-like growth. These branches which continually appear before us constitute just as much a salutary call for humility as a formidable incitation to look further ahead. 

But the image of science has also evolved greatly for those who look at it from the outside. While the public retains an undeniable admiration for science, this is increasingly mixed with the feeling of its incomprehensibility and thus, often, with the feeling of boredom which it provokes, at school or elsewhere: this explains, in part, the success of the pseudo-sciences which flourish upon it like mistletoe on an oak tree, using its vocabulary inanely, requiring only a vague belief and promising miracles. In this, researchers bear part of the responsibility through their frequent inability to explain what they are doing and to share the beauty of their discoveries. To this, one must add, more seriously, an often irrational hostility, in the face of the real or imaginary dangers that the objects emanating from science have spread around the world, dangers which one often forgets to weigh against all the advances from which science allows us to benefit in terms of understanding of the world, and also of communication, health, transport.... 

This polemic against science is also added to by the accusation that it bears a diffuse feeling of responsibility for the gap between poor countries and industrialised countries: Are not the wealth of the latter, and hence also this gap, the result of their scientific and technical progress and of their unwillingness to share this progress? Is not science a matter for the rich? Do those who devote themselves to it in the North not tend to forget those who practise it in the South working under infinitely difficult conditions? 

Academies of sciences in action 

In the face of these challenges and these criticisms, the academies of sciences must act. They possess the necessary means, in principle (or if not, academies must give themselves these means):

   -  to provide an open forum where scientifically established facts and opinions meet in a constructive and humble dialogue, integrating the forum into human culture;

   -  to mark out the boundary between those facts and the jumble of countertruths propagated among the public by sensationalism (pseudo-sciences) or by prejudice (anti-science);

   -  to illustrate the extraordinary ability that science has to improve the life of people, and also to broaden their horizons, to develop their culture, and to open them to a sense of universality;

   -  to promote the blossoming of scientific research, both with a view to the acquisition of knowledge and as a route towards development;

   -  to maintain a flow of fruitful international collaborations, signs of a solidarity for which science is very capable of acting as a vehicle;

   -  to promote debates of an ethical nature relating to possible spin-offs; 

   -  to inform decision-takers about the problems that science can help to solve, or foresee; 

   -  to provide them with precise, honest and viable analyses in these areas;

   -  to stimulate the teaching of the sciences at all educational levels, including for the youngest children.


Each of these themes is pressing if one wishes to build democratic, tolerant, intelligent and efficient societies which "knowledge-based societies" should be. 

An InterAcademy Panel as a service to the academies

It is the purpose and duty of the IAP to help Academies of sciences to attain these objectives. That is why certain actions have been undertaken with the ambition of:

stimulating the help which can be provided to young people from among the most experienced academies (and often the oldest),
encouraging the involvement of the academies in the teaching of science to children, with special emphasis towards girls,
bringing together journalists and scientists so that they can compare their perception of the dissemination of science to the public,

delving deeper into the health problems raised by mothers and children in a number of developing countries.

These actions, together with numerous reflections, notably during meetings of the Executive Committee of the IAP
, have given rise to several texts including the New-Delhi Statement on World Population (1994), the  Istambul statement on Science and Technology and  the Future of Cities (1996), the Tokyo Statement on The Transition to Sustainable Development (2000), the Statements of the Academies of Africa (2002), of Latin America (2002) and of the Islamic countries (2003), a Statement on Human Cloning (2003), and the five Statements presented here on the following themes: 
Science and the Media

Science Education of Children
The Health of Mother and Child in Developing Countries
Capacity Building of young Academies
Access to Scientific Information 

These Statements are of global significance: they are addressed to all decision makers worldwide. Let us be quite clear here: the academies of sciences, throughout the world, are not so arrogant as to believe they possess a universal wisdom which science, by itself, does not provide. It is simply that they start here from the triple postulate that, for mankind, 

▪ respect of facts is better than preconceived judgement,

▪ analysis of data is better than improvisation,

▪ knowledge is better than ignorance. 

Eduardo Krieger
Yves Quéré

IAP co-Chair, Rio de Janeiro
IAP co-Chair, Paris

Erling Norrby
Chair, IAP Statement Committee, Stockholm
� In a  recent opinion poll (taken in March 2000 in France, but surely of more general significance), while  science is clearly placed (by 88% of those polled) ahead among human activities, of those polled 82% answered "Yes" to the following question: "Do you think that scientists are potentially dangerous?"











� The Executive Committee of the IAP, as elected at the General Assembly in Tokyo (2000), comprises the Presidents (or their representatives) of the Academies of Sciences of Africa, Australia, Brazil, the Caribbean, China, France, Indonesia, India, Italy, Sweden, Turkey, the United Kingdom and the United States. The IAP secretariat (iap@twas.org) is located in Trieste, and operates under the administrative umbrella of the Third World Academy of Sciences (TWAS).





