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Upholding human dignity

through science

Keynote lecture explores role and relevance of science in global affairs

A thought-provoking panel discussion about the role of science in upholding human dignity took place at the World Science Forum on Wednesday, December 8.

By Ace Moloi
he second day of the World Sci-
I ence Forum (WSF) started with
a keynote lecture by Dr Gabrie-
la Ramos, UNESCO’s Assistant Di-
rector-General for Social and Human
Sciences. The topic of the lecture was
“Science for human dignity - What
role for science in fighting poverty, un-
employment, inequality and exclu-
sion?”

Dr Ramos inspired a thought-
provoking conversation about the
role and relevance of science in global
affairs. According to Dr Ramos,
science should not exist for the sake of
science but must also influence policy,
politics, inequality and technological
innovation.

Dr Ramos listed artificial
intelligence as another area that has
to develop a social justice outlook.
She asked if digital technologies are
contributing to human rights, dignity,
as well as sustainability, going on to
call for more transparency and the
rule of law in how tech companies
conduct their business.

Furthermore, she implored
the forum to work towards the
empowerment of women.

“There is a bulk of evidence that
if gender patterns of discrimination
change economies will be stronger,”
she said, emphasising that there is
no justice without confronting the
realities of women.

The keynote address was
followed by a panel discussion that
featured Prof Rémi Quirion, Chief
Scientist of Quebec and President
of the International Network for
Governmental Science Advice
(INGSA), Prof Roula Inglesi-Lotz,
economist and former co-chair of
Global Young Academy (GYA), Prof
Olive Shisana, Special Advisor on
Social Policy to the President of South
Africa, Prof Michel Kazatchkine,

Thereis abulk of evidence
that if gender patterns of
discrimination change
economies will be stronger.

Senior fellow, Graduate Institute, as
well as Her Royal Highness Princess
Sumaya bint El Hassan, President of
the Royal Scientific Society of Jordan.

Her Royal Highness advocated for
bold science diplomacy to reclaim its
power from industry, which she argued
has infiltrated the scientific autonomy.

“Perhaps it would be harsh to say
science has a debt to pay, but in truth
it does. Science was mastered by
commerce and our world has suffered
the consequences.”

Her Royal Highness also
acknowledged the past transgressions of
science, saying science has been behind
many social issues. “Science, though it
holds so many of the answers that we
all seek, has also enabled and continues
to empower systems that separate our
people and destroy hope for so many.
Science has a sometimes dark heritage
and a present footprint that enables
systems of excess and exploitation,” she
told the plenary.

In her remarks, Prof Roula Inglesi-
Lotz called for science that “not only talks
but also listens” and is “prepared to co-
create solutions” with communities. In
practice, this meansthat research studies
must be informed by communities. In
so doing, research findings will reflect

cultural dynamics and report accurately
on phenomena. “It’s not my way or the
highway anymore,” she declared. “If we
as scientists don’t sit and listen, we might
spend time and precious resources
into problems that we think from our
perspective exist when actually they
don’t,” she concluded.

WSF continues until December 9.

It’s a platform for scientists, academics,
leaders of public institutions and other
practitioners to deliberate the role and
responsibilities of science in society.
This year’s conference is being held
under the theme Science For Social
Justice and it’s taking place in Africa
for the very first time.

Climate change is wreaking havoc around the world as seen in extreme weather patterns and disasters.

A spotlighton ¢
climate change

By Ace Moloi

early 80% of SA’s greenhouse gas
N emissions are caused by energy,

86% of the country’s electricity
comes from coal-fired power stations,
while the carbon intensity of its exports
istwice that of China and 75% more than
India.

This was revealed in a keynote lecture
delivered by Dhesigen Naidoo, former
chief executive officer of the Water Re-
search Commission and current Adap-
tation Lead, South African Presidential
Climate Commission. The lecture on the
second day of the World Science Forum
in Cape Town was titled “Science for cli-
mate justice - How can science working
with civil society lead the way in correct-
ing the failure of climate policy?”

“Until 2035, the most important de-
cline in emissions will arise from ener-
gy efficiency and new investments and
policies in the power sector due to heavy
reliance on coal and other fossil fuels. It
isalso expected that most refineries will

curtail emissions by 2035. From 2035,
emission reductions from transport and
industrial sectors will increase signifi-
cantly,” Naidoo stated.

South Africa’s Just Transition is prem-
ised on the principles of distributive jus-
tice, which seeks to ensure an equitable
distribution of risks and responsibilities
addressing direct impact of transition,
restorative justice aimed at redressing
historical injustices and procedural jus-
tice, which possesses itself with empow-
ering workers, communities and small
businesses so that they can define their
own development.

Panellists who took the global conver-
sation of climate change and policy deep-
er included Prof Felix Dapare Dakora,
President of the African Academy of
Sciences (A AS), Ramia Al Bakain, Prof
of Analytical and Environmental Chem-
istry at the University of Jordan, Prof
Roger Pielke Jr., Environmental Stud-
ies Programme at the University of Col-
orado Boulder, Magdalena Skipper, sci-

ence communicator and editor-in-chief
of Nature, as well as Azeeza Rangunwa-
la, whois the senior campaign manager
at groundwork.

The plenary session heard that there
isagreat need for the scientific commu-
nity to move urgently when it comes to
climate change.

Speakers agreed that “the science is
there” and what’s only lacking is the will
toimplement it. “Action is an awareness,
but awarenessis not action. This means
that we need to start with the action im-
mediately,” contended Prof Ramia Al
Bakain, adding that scientists must
move from designing solutions to ap-
plying them on the ground.

For science to have impact on the
ground, advised Rangunwala, it will
have to collaborate with civil society and
communities. “Communities are scepti-
cal. We saw that with vaccine hesitan-
cy,” Rangunwala asserted, reminding
fellow scientists that science is not only
what happens in the lab but can also be

Actionis an awareness, but
awarenessisnot action.
This means that we need
to start with the action
immediately.

found among communities.

“Civil society organisations also have
indigenous knowledge and that is also
science. And we need to respect that.
We need to remember that. Evidence
is also science. Lived experience is al-
so science,” she said. Prof Dakora con-
curred that science must work with
communities to make an impact, cau-
tioning against dismissing indigenous
knowledge systems as being unscien-
tific. “Everyone in their own right is a
scientist.

They have certain experiences and
when they share them with society, it
can lead to benefit for all,” he argued.

The WSF takes places against the
backdrop of worsening climate change
whose effects include global warming,
which leadstoloss of seaice, accelerated
rising of sea levels, heat waves, droughts
and floods.

The many extreme weather events
cause mass deaths and large economic
and environmental problems.
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Building of SKA telescopes takes off

By Phakama Mbonambi

ne of the highlights of the

World Science Forum (WSF)

2022 has been the
announcement that construction of
the world’s largest radio telescope
infrastructure at Square Kilometre
Array Observatory (SKAO) sites in
South Africa and Australia had
started. The telescopes in both
countries will seek to unlock the
many mysteries of the Universe by
allowing radio astronomy to take a
peek into distant galaxies.

Astronomers, scientists and
stakeholders gathered at the SK A site
outside Carnarvon in the Northern
Cape this past Monday, a day before
the opening of the WSF, to officially
mark the beginning of construction
of the square kilometre array
observatory telescopes.

Dr Blade Nzimande, Minister
of Higher Education, Science and
Innovation, was among the dignitaries
at the event. “The development of
the Square Kilometer Array (SKA)
represents a major innovation
that will provide scientists with
unprecedented amounts of data on the
basis of which to push the explanatory
frontiers of modern cosmology,” the
Minister said in his address. “SKA
is a pioneering, and in some ways
unique international scientific project
which demonstrates the power of
multilateral collaboration in science
to help us tackling the big challenges
of humanity.”

The significance of the SKA
telescope was not lost to the Minister.
“I cannot help but being intrigued by
the idea that significant discoveries
on cosmological origins may well be
made on African soil through the
work of the SK A, the very place where
we know through science the origins
of all humanity is to be found. Indeed,
an intriguing thought.”

The start of construction is an
exciting milestone for the SKAO,
the culmination of 30 years of work
to conceive, design and plan for one of
the world’s largest science facilities.
The SKAO isan inter-governmental
organisation composed of member
states from five continents. Its mission
is to build and operate cutting-edge
radio telescopes to transform our
understanding of the Universe, and
deliver benefits to society through
global collaboration and innovation.

Headquartered in the UK, its two
telescope arrays in South Africa
and Australia will be the two most
advanced radio telescope networks
on Earth. Through the development
of innovative technologies and its
contribution to addressing societal
challenges, the SKAO will play its
part to address the United Nations’
Sustainable Development Goals and
deliver significant benefits across its
membership and beyond.

The SKAO recognises and
acknowledges the Indigenous peoples
and cultures that have traditionally
lived on the lands on which the SKAO
facilities are located.
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The SKA telescopes will initially
comprise 197 dishes and 131 072 antennas
spread across two radio protected sites in
South Africa and Australia respectively.
Together, they will be one of the biggest
science facilities in the world. Both sites
have been specifically selected due to their
remoteness, lack of radio interference and
unparalleled view of the Universe from the
southern hemisphere.

Construction of the telescopes will take 10
years, but thanks to the telescopes’ design —
where the signals of multiple telescopes are
combined to act as one giant telescope - the
first scientific results are expected before
the telescopes are completed.

In South Africa, the SKAO will
collaborate with the South African Radio
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Dr Blade Nzimande, Minister of Higher Education, Science and Innovation.

Astronomy Observatory (SARAO), a
national facility of the National Research
Foundation, while in Australia it will work
closely with CSIRO, Australia’s national
science agency, to build and operate the
telescopes.

In addition to South Africa, eight
other African countries are involved in a
programme to develop radio astronomy
skills and capabilities that will enable
partner countries to fully participate in
the SKA project. These countries are
Botswana, Ghana, Kenya, Madagascar,
Mauritius, Mozambique, Namibia and
Zambia.

Valuable investments
A total estimated value of contracts

worth R1.2 billion have now been awarded
to South African entities to help build the
radio telescope infrastructure, with further
contracts expected. These contracts are
expected to deliver longer-term foreign
investment to South Africa with about
11 200 construction job opportunities
to be created over the next six years of
construction.

The scale of the SK A represents a huge
leap forward in both engineering and
research and development towards building
and delivering a unique instrument, with
the detailed design and preparation now
well under way. As one of the largest
scientific endeavours in history, the SKA
will bring together a wealth of the world’s
finest scientists, engineers and policy

The ground-breaking SKA telescopes in both South Africa and Australia will allow radio astronomy to take a peek into distant galaxies

malkers to bring the project to fruition.

Scientific benefits of SKA telescopes

The SKA telescopes will tackle some of
the most fundamental scientific questions
of our time, ranging from the birth of the
Universe to the origin of life. The telescopes
will make it possible for astronomers to look
back at the history of the Universe as far as
the Cosmic Dawn, when the very first stars
and galaxies formed. The Observatory will
be the first entity capable of exploring this
time in the Universe at large scales. In other
words, the SK A telescopes could answer
the fundamental questions that humans
have been asking themselves: Who are we?
Where do we come from? Where are we
going?

SKA is a pioneering,
andin some ways
unique international
scientific project which
demonstrates the

power of multilateral
collaboration in science
to help us tackling the big
challenges of humanity.

The data, which will be processed
on supercomputers located in Cape
Town and Perth, will also provide
valuable insights into the nature of dark
matter, dark energy and the evolution
of the Universe, enabling humanity to
interrogate and understand some of
the most fundamental laws of physics.
To support the SKAQO’s enormous data
volumes, a global network of SKA
regional centres will be distributed
around the world in its member states.

The impact of SKAO

SKAOis expected to deliver significant
socio-economic benefit for member
states’ research landscape, economy,
society, sustainability and culture.
This impact spans industry return and
innovation, human capital development,

inspiration and education, geopolitics
and diplomacy.

Sustainability is the heart of SKAO.
In fact,the SKAO and its partners are
helping to address global challenges by
contributing to addressing a number
of the United Nation’s sustainable
development goals to achieve a better
and more sustainable future for all.
When it comes to environmental
sustainability, the SKAO has
already halved the estimated power
consumption of the SKA telescopes,
thanks to the adoption of innovative
design and more efficient technologies
during the pre-construction phase of
the SK A project. Looking ahead, the
telescopes will draw electricity from
solar and other renewable sources.
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World Science Forum in pictures

The second day of the World Science Forum lived up to its billing as a place where leading lights in science would meet to explore ideas on how science could
be used to achieve social justice. Delegates and visitors attended various sessions - keynote addresses, panel discussions and mingled in the exhibition hall.
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