


First Symposium on Science, Technology and the Media

"In Search of a Common Language"
 August 21-22, 2003,  Buenos Aires, Argentina


The National Academy of Exact, Physical and Natural Sciences (ANCEFN), the Argentine's Association of Press Communicators (Club 21) and The Science and Development Network (Scidev.Net) organized the First Symposium on Science, Technology and the Media "In Search of a Common Language," at the Lecture Hall of the National Academy of Medicine, on August  21 and 22, 2003. This event was sponsored by the host institution, the National Council for Scientific and Technical Research (CONICET), the Secretariat for Science, Technology and Production Innovation (SECYT), the Culture Secretariat from the President's office, the International Council for Science (ICSU), Diversitas, the United States of America Embassy and private companies.   


In his opening speech to an audience of almost five hundred participants, mathematician Carlos Segovia Fernández, vice-president acting as president of the National Academy of Exact, Physical and Natural Sciences, stated that today's perplexity at the scientific development and the role of the mass media accounted for the organization of this Symposium to achieve this common language. Afterward, Tulio Del Bono, Secretary of Science, Technology and Production Innovation, stressed that in today's world the paradigm of the society of knowledge has surpassed that of the industrial society. So much so that citizens require to be informed about the scientific and technological activities that interest them. Knowledge should be rooted in the social condition from which it is developed, and as Mariano Moreno, the founder of the first newspaper in Argentina, affirmed, society should be enlightened in order to destroy the tyranny of ignorance and the oppression of barbarism. After thanking the sponsoring institutions, biologist Jorge Crisci, Secretary General of the ANCEFN, who actively participated in the Symposium organization, spoke about some stories and raised some questions. The story was about the Clonaid case, cloning and the Raelian sect. The tension between the scientist, the journalist and the institutional communicator caused mutual misunderstanding. As regards the problem of scientific literacy, Crisci concluded about its nature and solution, “to train experts at uncovering deceit.” 


Diana Cazaux, President of the  Argentine Association of Scientific Journalism and of the Latin American Association of Scientific Journalism, moderated the panel "Scientific and Technological Journalism." The lecturer Paul Raeburn (Senior Editor of the U.S. magazine BusinessWeek) underscored the loyalty to the reader and the credibility requirement. He illustrated one and the other with examples of the global warming problem and the disdain for this issue expressed by a senator from his country at a Congress session. He then centered on the need for a critical eye for the scientific activity and the operating distance to keep, mentioning the human and economic cost for medical malpractice that had turned it into a political issue. He concluded by stating that he did scientific journalism because he enjoyed spreading such knowledge. The first panelist, Nora Bär (Editor of Science and Health, La Nación newspaper, Argentina), went through twenty years of scientific journalism in the  passage between the spaces and times of the scientific laboratory, and the editorial department. The catching news, the one that attracts the public, requires persuading editors, scientists and the public. This mainly implies training human resources in the teaching of science and  scientific methods. The television documentary maker Fernando Lobo (TN Ciencia) followed. After highlighting the importance of the meeting, he talked about the experience of the preproduction, production and postproduction of a documentary on the human genome, and the tension between superficiality and unintelligibility to achieve a common language, “what to say, how to say it, and to whom.” Afterward, Javier Pastoriza (Head of the Rural Information and Production Department, El País newspaper, Montevideo, Uruguay) talked about the difficulty in making what is difficult easy when reporting information on livestock diseases. As regards  the problem of a common language, he concluded that the first rule in communication is that everything must be easy to understand. Valeria Román (Clarín newspaper, Argentina) identified the obstacles for good scientific-technological journalism in trying to bring scientists and journalists together. She then talked about scientific researchers, who do not trust the journalist's professionalism, who feel that they have knowledge that cannot be transmitted, who are interested in creating a public image before their colleagues, who ignore the time and space limits of the press, who lack conscience and responsibility for the public funds that finance their research. About institutional communicators, who are just a few and do not have an enduring interest to support research. About journalists, who only a few have specialized, who lack space, do not listen intently, exaggerate the results, simplify the positions and do not pay attention to social issues and consequences. 


In the following panel, "Institutional Communication," the lecturer Marylin Smith (Science Communication Officer of ICSU, Paris, France) recalled the past roles of the science communication officer: the institutional journalist, almost a scientist, a mediator. She then explained the present role, the administration of public confidence, proposed and developed by Rick Borchelt (Director of Communications and Public Affairs, Whitehead Institute for Biomedical Research). The administration of the elements of public confidence(credibility, integrity, dependence(requires strengthening the Public Information Officer (PIO) in the role of a mediator and facilitator for access to scientific information sources and resources for the public understanding of science. Laura Sarrate (Press and Communication, National Commission for Space Activities, CONAE) remembered the experience of the distrustful encounter between science and communication that turned communicators into “communication jugglers.” That stylistic touch is the efficiency of communication. The communicator sees to it that the information reaches the public and that the scientist reports it effectively. Carlos Chaves del Valle (Director of Institutional Relations at Bagó Laboratories) talked about the flaws and factors in the communication of scientific knowledge. He stated that the scientific journalist must take responsibility for being the  mediator and institutional communicator of scientists, for the scientist's and journalist's image. He recalled that the number of articles on the nasal decongestant 'Nastizol', which presumably explained the consumption of drugs by the soccer player Maradona, exceeded the number of scientific articles that year. He concluded about the need for scientific journalism in sports events. Andrés Alcaraz (President of Club 21) gave a strategic vision about institutional communications: that the State should support the development of science and technology to guarantee public welfare. 


Chemist Enrique Baran (President of the Publications Commission, ANCEFN) moderated the panel "The Scientist and the Media," which was started by physicist Mariana Weissmann, member of the ANCEFN and winner of the L´Oreal-UNESCO award for Women in Science 2003, with a sociology-related subject from a recent piece of news about her own scientific history. She works in the field of materials physics, silicon, at the National Commission of Atomic Energy (CNEA). She has published more than a hundred articles, never in the press, and was given an award that attracted the media. She then talked about the topics of the conflict of a scientist who keeps a low profile with the media. The first topic was the difference between science and technology, because it seems that the scientist's daily tasks are not very well known. In the second topic she said that the  L´Oreal award she received is not granted to scientists in private companies. In the third topic she asked how news coverage is decided. The forth topic was the question about the high interest in  “the brain drain,” which she usually answered,  “No idea.” In the fifth topic she asked whether it was true that the journalist who signed the article did not write the heading. The sixth topic was about why the difficult has a negative connotation. She talked about something where it is difficult to achieve a common language: the structure of silicon whose cuts are used to manufacture chips. After testing the calculated results by numerical simulation with scanning tunneling microscopy, at a temperature of 78 K, she could state, “There are different levels of understanding. I shouldn't be ashamed because I don't understand,” and concluded, “We can communicate loads of doubts. Certainties are temporary.” Roberto Cunningham (General Director of the Argentine Petroleum and Gas Institute, IAPG) raised the issue of messages and their interpretation. He warned the audience that he was neither a journalist nor a scientist and asked, "Which is the best journalist for scientific subjects?" To answer this it is advisable to raise the question of the relationship between the communicator, moderate or sensationalist, and the recipient, learned or ignorant, interested or not. The worst combination is the sensationalist communicator and the ignorant recipient. This combination dangerously leads to the exaggeration of results, typical cases of which can be found in medicine, such as the 'Crotoxina Case' in 1986. Cunningham concluded by admitting the “conflict” referred to by the previous lecturer. Next, Eduardo Dvorkin (General Director of the Industrial Research Center, CINI, FUDETEC) talked about the scientist and the media. He brought up the subject about the role of the media in establishing the social character of the investment in science and technology, and the image of people who do scientific work. After talking about the difference between science and technology, which is a serial process, he requested that as there are people who explain German music there should also be people who explain science. Academy member Horacio Reggini (Dean of the School of Physical Mathematics and Engineering, Argentine Catholic University) talked about science and technology, and the media, and quoted king Alfonso the Wise who said, “If God had asked for my advice, he would have made the world much simpler,” implying that the contrary of absolute truths can be other absolute truths. He concluded that things should be simple but not much simpler, that history should be duly valued and that journalists should look at science in a cultural context. 


Afterward, academy member Alejandro Arvia (Director of the Research Institute of Theoretical and Applied Physical Chemistry, INIFTA) chaired the panel "The Media and a Scientific and Technological Policy."  Guillermo Jaim Etcheverry (Rector of the Buenos Aires University) lectured on "The essential need for arousing a scientific conscience." He started his speech by underscoring the Argentine young population's low degree of knowledge in mathematics and science. The negative difference with countries having equal economic resources would be due to the social interest in science. He then remarked that, in contrast to what happened in the past, the Argentine society is currently obsessed with being informed so it is necessary to foster the need for informed opinion. The myth of the inventor of writing in Plato's Phaedrus points out one of the basic negative characteristics of technological advances: the failure to value creativity and the steps leading to it. In this respect, he mentioned the survey that confirmed the unawareness that scientific research is the key characteristic of the university. He concluded by advocating the association between the school and the media.  Eduardo Charreau (President of CONICET) talked about the media and scientific policies. He shared with the audience a personal experience: when the scientists went to assess the budget for science and technology, they were not listened to. The acknowledgement of political responsibility for the design of science by the mass media would involve taking part in the adventure to conquer  science. Mario Mariscotti (Ex President of the National Agency for Scientific and Technological Promotion) in his media-related lecture talked about the experience with the press and television. He said he is proud of Argentine press whose coverage of scientific information has been both substantive and relevant. He illustrated his remarks with some newspaper pages with different pieces of news duly covered. He ended by mentioning outstanding professionals in scientific journalism(Belocopitow, Orione, Bär, Vara, Yriart(among many others in Argentina. 

Raúl Estrada Oyuela (Special Delegate for International Environmental Negotiations, Foreign Ministry) ended the panel by dealing with the subject related to the local market's ability to show and demonstrate its scientific conditions. In this respect, he highlighted the importance of having previous knowledge to discuss an event. He mentioned the difficulty with environmental issues, his area of responsibility, because scientific documents are not drawn up for politicians. That link could be established by the journalists but, which should be the profile of a science communicator? There seems to be a hiatus between scientific and literary culture that would include the population in general. Likewise, the journalist's working conditions hinder the development of a market of  talent to write and understand science.  


That day, the Symposium ended with the presentation of the website of the Science and Development Network by Luisa Massarani (Regional Coordinator of  SciDev.Net).  


The panel "The Role of Editors," moderated by Valeria Román (Clarín newspaper, Argentina) started in the morning of Friday August 22 with the conference delivered by  Roberto Guareschi. This ex editor of Clarín told the personal story of his mother who refused to have her moles treated until she listened to a radio program recommending their treatment. The gratitude for the unknown colleague made him think about the professional and economic limitations and obstacles, and the temptation to serve the company's or the market's needs. He concluded by confirming the centuries-old failure of the public media in an adverse situation. The first panelist was Raúl Carman (Ex Editor in Chief of Chacra magazine, Argentina), who talked about the editor's concerns. The first one is clarity, the philosopher's courtesy, according to Ortega, the journalist's obligation, he added. He recommended reading what has been written and checking the sources to minimize mistakes. The editorial department's reading board carries out this assignment by using both sharpness and suspicion to achieve confidence and truthfulness. Patricio Garrahan (Editor of Ciencia Hoy, a science magazine, Argentina) then talked about the experience in this magazine whose editorial committee is made up of scientists who donate their work, rather than journalists. He highlighted the importance of images in scientific texts although a well-written piece of writing always has substantial value. He emphasized the value of scientific written texts in Argentina and made a distinction between scientific news and the communication of scientific information. He stated that science cannot always be communicated and that this is also an act of faith, i.e., to believe everything someone says without understanding it. The communication of scientific information requires an interdisciplinary cooperation to incorporate science into today's view of the world, overcome fragmentation and achieve a balanced decision-making for science. Jorge Halperin (Editor in Chief of Capital Intelectual) started his lecture by quoting Julio Colombo's book on the concocted research of a racist economic science. He spoke about the disappearance and exhaustion of scientific communications tied to the written text and, therefore, underscored the value of journalistic rules.  Luisa Massarani then developed this aspect when she talked about the editor's challenges in the communication of science for children. She stated that the problems were the same as those of the publications for adults, but more difficult. In order to solve them it was necessary to consider the contents to be communicated, the image of the public, which should be valued, and the communication relationship. 


"Understanding and Appraisal  of Science and Technology by the Public" was the last  panel. Eliseo Verón (San Andrés University, Argentina) asked, "Scientific communication, translation or betrayal? A passage from the universe of science to the universe of the media." This dilemma will be resolved by abandoning the linearity of communication and proposing the universe of the media, the discourse market where a cultural capital is put at risk. The consequence is the rejection of the translation problem and the denial of the common language: a citizen is not an item of consumption but a political category that has nothing to say about the contents but something to say about the consequences of science. Orlando Di Pino (Institutional Communications and Relations Manager, Metrogas) talked about the preeminence of science and technology in the economics of knowledge. Thus, educated human resources that produce and sell knowledge to the world are required. It is essential to link communication to a country project in order to keep up with the times. María Eugenia Fazio (Research Assistant at the Center of Studies on Science, Development and Higher Education, REDES) commented on the statistics about cultured and scientific perception, as well as samples and methodology. Ana María Vara (Leloir Institute Foundation and New York University, United States of America) recalled the influence of the deficit model to respond to the problem of scientific literacy. Aníbal Gattone (Editor of Ciencia Hoy, Argentina) closed the panel by talking about the survey carried out among the readers on occasion of the magazine's tenth anniversary. 


Torcuato Di Tella, Secretary of Culture from the  President's office, made some brief comments and closed the Symposium, which had an attendance of almost 500 people from Argentina, Uruguay, Chile, Colombia and Peru. The questions to the panelists raised some issues that were resolved only in part: the relegation of social sciences, the distinction between Public Interest and the Public's Interest, the absence of a social communicator at the editorial committee of an important scientific magazine, the ignorance of and failure to value scientific papers by researchers from  the  CONICET and the CNRS.    


In the 1960s, Abel Sánchez Díaz, who was then President to the Academy that organized this Symposium, took some academy members to the interior of the country to give conferences on the Academy's sciences. This move in the past as well as today's event aim at “fostering the advance, development and communication of sciences ... with the objective of contributing to the Nation's progress”, a task taken up by each generation. 
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