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Second day of World Science Forum – Budapest

Highlights of the Day, 9 November 2003

At the first World Science Forum – Budapest almost 400 participants from 80 countries discuss the new roles and challenges of science and knowledge in the global society of the 21st century. Please find below the highlights of the second day. For further details and list of participants visit the website  www.sciforum.hu.

Plenary sessions – summaries

Achilleas Mitsos, Director General of European Commission’s DG-XII focused on EU’s main instrument for research funding: the 6th Framework Program for Research and Technological Development, covering a four-year period between 2002 and 2006. He said: the European Commission is determined to forge a better relationship between science world and the lives of European citizens. The topic of Science and Society – a new general domain in the FP6 – will form an essential element of the European Research Area (ERA), coordinating all European Community research activities, in order to create a research and innovation equivalent of the common market for goods and services. Even if Europe is the greatest scientific publication factory in the world, it fails to convert this advantage into commercial success. Although EU is also the world's largest producer of science and technology graduates and PhD’s, employs fewer researchers than the US or Japan.

Julia Marton-Lefevre, executive director of LEAD (United Kingdom) said: “Much of our present state of knowledge on the global environment has come from developments in science. Scientific knowledge has helped us to detect ozone depletion, biodiversity loss and human-induced climate change. But despite these advances in understanding, biodiversity loss and greenhouse gas production show no signs of slowing down. Moreover, sustainable development – development that is environmentally sound, equitable and which enhances quality of life for present and future generations – remains a distant prospect. Helping developing countries generate more knowledge on sustainability issues; integrating a diverse range of professional and community groups into the knowledge-creation process; and making bolder efforts to turn knowledge into action”.

William A. Wulf spoke about the challenges for computing and information technology in the 21st century. The president of the U.S. National Academy of Engineering said: “The unique nature of access and consumption of knowledge products has fundamentally transformed the classical assumptions of allocating and distributing goods. Cyberspace is inherently international. Information and computer technology created an environment, where information goods can be reproduced, stored, and transferred virtually without any additional cost. The place of production and of consumption has become ambiguous to identify, e.g. lacking true locations, VAT income is hard to realize. Illegal share of files, especially audio and video materials, through peer-to-peer services on the internet, turned information goods into free products for users of these networks. However, instead of scarcity, new barriers of consumption has arisen, thus value in this context is linked to compatibility rather than scarcity. The fundamentally new environment of cyberspace invokes new issues of concern, such as missing international legal protection against cyber attacks, quick spread of viruses.”

Former Hungarian Prime Minister Péter Boross argued: “Science can easily become one of the tools of political argument. Even scientists themselves can serve political ends. Scientists should never forget: when they lend their support to a political party, they should weigh politicians´ promises very carefully. There are two kinds of politicians. The one has a clear conscience driving him to fight only the noblest of battles. The other kind only cares for the pursuit of his own personal ends, treating his mandate as a source of revenue. It would be ideal indeed if only the first kind of politician could hope for the precious support of scholars and scientists”. 

Former Hungarian Prime Minister Gyula Horn emphasized: “It is vital what kind of relationship will exist between the United States and Europe in the next years. The United States has huge advantages against the European nations. The American GNP exceeds the GNPs of its European allies. Regarding the military development level, Europe is lagging behind the US with at least 15-20 years. From our point of view the most important advantage is that the United States spends more than 40% of world’s total R&D expenses. For Hungary the creativity and the ability for adaptation is crucial in the tough competition that characterizes today’s world in order to counterbalance the lack of other endowments, like shortage in natural resources”. 

Israeli-Palestinian roundtable discussion

An important roundtable discussion took place as part of the celebration of the World Science Day for Peace and Development. Israeli and Palestinian scientists gathered together to present several fields of existing cooperation between the two scientific communities. Hasan Dweik introduced the Science Interactive Centre of Al-Quds University Jerusalem (East). Israeli and Palestinian cooperation exists in almost all levels of education for the welfare of both peoples. Maya Halevy on behalf of the Bloomfield Science Museum Jerusalem spoke about the joint Jewish-Arab multicultural activities of this institution by saying: science is an engine for peace in the Middle East. Israeli and Palestinian scientists also talked about the cooperation in seismology, which aims at reducing the earthquake losses in the Eastern Mediterranean region.   

University of Omniscience

Within the framework of a roundtable discussion E. Sylvester Vizi, the President of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences and Elek Straub, the President and CEO of Hungarian Telecommunications Company, Matáv gave an overview on the “University of Omniscience” Program. This initiative has been launched in 2002 with the key role played by Norbert Kroó, Secretary General of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences in order to bring “ivory tower science” to the level of everyday life. Every week a public lecture is given focusing on the newest, most fascinating issues in science, social sciences or liberal arts. The lecture is available seven days a week: it is published in daily and weekly newspapers, on the “University of Omniscience” website and broadcast by two television channels and a radio station. Beside Budapest, more and more university towns all over in Hungary have become involved in the program. 

Thematic sections

The lectures of the Knowledge, Environment and Development sections pointed out: “Improving knowledge on environment, on interrelation of environmental processes and societies is of utmost importance for further development of humankind. Science have assisted us to realise that our economic activities, their resource needs and environmental pressures gradually reached a level, when we already interfere with the global environment of our planet. The recent development path while improving welfare in some regions has also led to increasing social tensions, widening gap between North and South. Science has double challenge: on the one hand to identify, analyse and understand the complex processes of environment and societies, on the other hand to develop the solutions to the various problems. Scientific innovations in this respect can significantly contribute to ease environmental problems, however, in order to achieve sustainable development, human should harmonise its relation with nature. The severity of problems concerning freshwater sources have been especially emphasised by the international scientific community”.

In the Knowledge-based society section, Rainer Gerold, Director of "Science and Society" at the Research DG of the European Commission gave an overview of the framework program, showing in what way it supports multicultural dialogue over ethical issues of science, raises public awareness of science, promotes young researchers and supports women in the field of research. Chantal Delsol, professor of philosophy gave an overview about the evolution of the concept of knowledge in the European cultural context, shifting from the holistic approach of "society of initiation" emhasizing the community, to the Renaissance point of view, the "society of initiative" foregrounding the individual. Lourdes Arizpe, president of the International Social Science Council warned that while we often talk about the accelerating spread of knowledge, it is rarely mentioned that the speed of community knowledge’s destruction is also accelerating. She offered a definition of knowledge as what „can be codified and reduced to information so that it can be transmitted via IT channels”. Tacit types of  knowledge that cannot easily be spread via IT should also be supported as parts of intangible cultural heritage. 

Within the framework of the Knowledge-based economy section the speakers pointed out: the most important challenge and opportunity for catching-up countries presented by the changed business environment is that the classical divison of labour between more and less developed countries has changed. This provides an opportunity to break out from the development path traditional dependency models suggest. The performance of this country group, just like the developed economies should not be assessed with the usual “tangible indicator” of GDP per capita. When analyzing performance, future-oriented indicators have to be elaborated and utilized. Knowledge-based economy requirements will compel a restructuring of EU budget. The present situation marked by a protection of national interest within the EU: half of the budget is aimed at financing common agricultural policy, which has to be radically and urgently changed.  

As the speakers of the section Information-based society agreed technological achievments might imply threats beside opportunities as well. Therefore the transition from information-based to knowledge-based socitey requires consience and a responsible approach to knowledge creation and dissemination. There was a common view on the importance of interdisciplinary education, more efficient support of young researchers, free access to information (e.g. online journals, databases, etc.). The building of informal networks can significantly contribute to the demand of knowledge system integration.

Further information
József Máté

Weber Shandwick | GJW

T: +36 30 231 4930

jozsef.mate@gjw.hu

