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Honourable Minister, 

 

Madam Director-General, 

 

Distinguished delegates, 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

Thank you for including me in this auspicious side event. I would like to 

make a case here as to why science advice to policymakers and 

politicians on issues pertaining to sustainable development is essential 

and desirable. 

 

2. Allow me to relate to you an incidence that occurred to me some 25 

years ago. The place: UNEP, Nairobi; the occasion:  the early days of 

negotiating the UN treaty, the Convention on Biological Diversity, one of 

three treaties signed by heads of government during the Earth Summit in 

Rio in 1992. 
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3. I was then science adviser to the Malaysian delegation. At the end 

of the first day of negotiations, I plucked enough courage to confront our 

chief delegate and told her,” Madam Ambassador, I think I want to go 

home.” And in a kind and polite manner, she asked me the reason for my 

discontent. I responded by saying that I didn’t fit with the diplomatic crowd 

– the way they conducted their business: 1-2 hours of plenary followed by 

long hours in the delegates’ lounge, sipping coffee while having small 

chats. As a university lecturer, such conducts were foreign to me. 

 

4. Madam Ambassador smiled and patiently retorted,” Professor, give 

you a few more days…”That was 25 years ago. I never looked back. Little 

did I realize then that it was during those little chats that deals were 

hammered and consensus sealed. I quickly learned that there was a great 

scope for scientific advice for the negotiators, and by extension, for the 

politicians back home. 

 

5. The science-policy nexus is now an emerging field in its own right. 

The Nobel prize-winning IPCC had shown the way. Its meticulous 

assessments of climate change had prompted world governments to act: 

first in Kyoto, many years ago and, hopefully next month, here at COP21. 

Besides the IPCC, there’s the newly –established IPBES which I chair and 

the Scientific Advisory Board of the UNSG, chaired by Madam Bokova. 

 

6. Let me give you an example of how this science-policy nexus 

operates. At the recent meeting of the APEC CSA in Kuala Lumpur, PM 

Najib requested the gathering to help find a solution to the 18-year old 

haze problem arising from peatland fires in SE Asia. On another occasion, 

he had instructed me to find an S&T response when Malaysia experienced 

the Big Flood late last year causing infrastructural damage amounting to 

nearly US$1 billion. Indeed, we have a customer.  

 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

7. The predicament that we are in today is for the most part due to our 

own making. Especially during the last 50 years: our rapid industrialisation 

and over-dependence on fossil fuels have transformed our human ability 

almost akin to a geological force – human activities have changed the 
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chemistry of our atmosphere, causing sea level to rise, ice to melt and 

polar bears to perish. 60% of our ecosystem services – those services 

that provide us food, water, fibre and shelter are being degraded and 

extinction of certain species is many magnitudes their natural rate. 

 

8. One year ago I welcome the arrival of a new grandson. As I looked 

at him, I wondered what kind of world he’s going to inherit – in 2030 or 

when he is at my age now: rising global temperature, inundated coastal 

towns, newly emerging diseases and possibly climate refugees. We owe 

it to them to ensure a sustainable future. The onus is on the politicians to 

develop the right policies. But science can help, must help and ready to 

help. 

 

9. Communicating such advice is key. However, for our advice to be 

respected and trusted, it should never be policy-prescriptive but must 

always be policy-relevant. We are here just to provide the options. The 

final decision lies with our political masters. 

 

10. That is why, for some of us who were at the closing session of the 

World Science Forum in Budapest last Friday, were so inspired by the 

remarks of the President of Hungary who welcome this dialogue between 

the scientific community on one hand and the politicians and policymakers 

on the other. 

 

11. The timing has never been better and the need so dire. It is in this 

context that an organisation like ISTIC is so well-placed to play that 

bridging role especially among countries in the developing world. 

 

Thank you . 

           

 


