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COMMENTARY

IN HIS OPENING ADDRESS TO THE TWAS GENERAL MEETING, ACADEMY PRESIDENT

BAI CHUNLI CITED THE WORDS OF CONFUCIUS TO UNDERSCORE THE SIGNIFICANCE

OF THE ACADEMY’S 30TH ANNIVERSARY. “WE HAVE EARNED A POSITION OF

RESPECT IN THE WORLD OF SCIENCE,” HE DECLARED. “THE GLOBAL FAMILY OF

SCIENCE RELIES ON US.”

BAI CHUNLI:
“AT 30, I STOOD FIRM”

The following address was delivered
to TWAS members and Young Affili-
ates gathered for the 24th General
Meeting on 1 October 2013 in Buenos
Aires.

Esteemed colleagues, dear friends,
ladies and gentlemen –
Welcome to Buenos Aires, and

to the start of the 24th TWAS Gen-
eral Meeting. I am honoured to be
with you this morning, and greatly
pleased. We have an excellent
meeting ahead of us, with a strong
programme and also an opportuni-
ty to celebrate our 30th anniver-
sary.

As you probably know, this is
my first meeting as the president of
TWAS. And so I would like to
thank those who have preceded me
and taught me so much by their
examples. Former President José
Vargas – I’m delighted to see that

he is joining us this year. Former
President C.N.R. Rao, one of our
Founding Fellows, who remains a
vital voice within the Academy.
Immediate Past-President Jacob
Palis, who has generously shared
his insight with me in recent
months. I would like to thank, as
well, our admired executive direc-
tor of many years, Mohamed Has-
san, who has done so much to
shape and guide the Academy as
it has grown over these three
decades. These are eminent scien-
tists and leaders, and I hope that I
will live up to the example they
have set and the accomplishments
they have achieved. Thank you all
very much.

Thanks, also, to current Execu-
tive Director Romain Murenzi. He
has put a great deal of energy and
effort into this meeting, and I am
confident that his work and the

work of TWAS’s staff will result in
a great success here in Argentina.

In China, the age of 30 is auspi-
cious. The lessons of youth have
been learned, and youth gives way
to a mature, steadfast character. In
the Analects, Confucius put it sim-
ply: “At 30, I stood firm.” This well
describes TWAS as we celebrate
our 30th anniversary. We are estab-
lished and well known; we have
earned a position of respect in the
world of science, both South and
North. The global family of science
relies on us.

Over the past 30 years, tremen-
dous changes have swept across
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the world’s science landscape. Just
since the start of the 21st century,
developing countries have more
than doubled their expenditure on
R&D. The investments have paid
off in growing numbers of
researchers and publications, and
in surging economic growth, espe-
cially in such countries as Brazil,
India, and my own country, China.
Other nations have seen this suc-
cess and are following a similar
path. International scientific col-
laboration is flourishing. Today,
thanks to a great and continuing
effort, the powers of innovation
are being distributed across the
globe.

I believe that TWAS deserves
some credit for this. From the time
of its birth in 1983, founder Abdus
Salam, the 42 Founding Members
and other Academy leaders
advanced a basic idea: Through
science, engineering and technolo-
gy, developing nations can empow-
er themselves to solve problems
and build prosperity. In schools,
laboratories and political capitals
throughout world, TWAS has built
valuable programmes and net-
works. Just as important, it has
helped to convey a sense of scien-
tific confidence where confidence
often had been absent.

TWAS members, and those who
have received our research grants
and fellowships, have made discov-
eries that led to patents and new
businesses. They have improved
life for countless thousands of peo-
ple. TWAS has supported research
centres in developing nations that
have become regional and even
global centres of innovation.

Members of the TWAS family have
taken leadership positions in gov-
ernment, in industry, in education
and non-governmental organiza-
tions.

We have good reason to cele-
brate these successes. But an anni-
versary is also a time of reflection.
Today, because of our success,
much more is expected of us.

Recently, I have been thinking
of TWAS founder Abdus Salam. If

he were still alive, what would he
think of us today? What goals
would he set for us?

And I would ask: What goals
should we set for ourselves?

If we wish to fully activate the
scientific potential of the develop-
ing world, we should do more to
encourage young women to pursue
research careers. We should take a
leadership role in helping educa-

tional and scientific institutions
learn how to support women and
bring out their best scientific tal-
ents.

Leadership also requires that
we elect more women as members
of TWAS. At the start of 2013,
women accounted for just under
10% of our membership. I firmly
believe that we can find women of
the highest stature who qualify for
our Academy, and raise their num-

bers, without compromising our
standards of excellence.

We also must focus efforts on
the Least Developed Countries.

Fifty years ago, in 1963, Salam
addressed this issue in an essay
called ‘Diseases of the Rich and
Diseases of the Poor’. He described
the education and training of
excellent scientists in small nations
as immensely important. He wrote:
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“The only one way to do this is
to build up a true scientific tradi-
tion there. By locating internation-
al research programmes in smaller
countries, by awarding research
contracts to their growing research
centres, by visiting and by respond-
ing generously to their staffing
requests, these incipient centres
could be brought into the vigorous
mainstream of science.” And, he
added: “This in the end will also
bring economic salvation.”

Clearly, that idea has found
some success. A diverse corps of
smaller nations – Colombia and
Mexico, South Korea and Malaysia,
Rwanda, Bangladesh and others –
are successfully growing healthy
science cultures. And yet, the Unit-
ed Nations counts 48 Least Devel-
oped Countries, or LDCs – 31 of
them in Africa, many of them small
and less populated. The global
science transformation has scarcely
touched them.

LDCs are defined by their
poverty, low levels of education,
and poor health. The average per
capita annual income of LDCs in

2012 was about 750 US dollars.
Where investment in research and
development is approaching 2% of
gross domestic product in some
developing countries, in LDCs it
has been stagnant at about 0.1%.
Many LDCs are simply too poor to
invest much in science.

For TWAS, one of the central
challenges is to find a way to help
LDCs build a foundation in science.

We should work more diligently
to discover excellent scientists in
these lagging countries, and to
elect them as TWAS members.
Before our latest election, we had
members from 91 nations. But
there are more than 70 nations
that have no TWAS member. In
many of them, development of a
scientific culture will be critically
important for future stability and
improving the human condition.

I hope that, in coming years, we
can expand our membership to at
least 100 nations.

Another way to build science in
LDCs is by educating and training
scientists. It is our core belief that
in developing countries, even a sin-

gle scientist can make a difference.
Not only do they conduct research
that solves human problems and
drives economic growth, but they
also become teachers and mentors.
They provide advice to policymak-
ers and build international net-
works.

With this idea in mind, TWAS
has taken significant steps in
recent months to advance the edu-
cation and training of scientists in
the developing world.

During the 2012-13 biennium,
TWAS provided some 220 PhD fel-
lowships. Thanks to a series of
recent agreements, TWAS is now
able to offer scientists in the devel-
oping world more than 400 fellow-
ships per year for PhD study and
post-doctoral research. That is a
significant increase.

An agreement in early 2013
with the Chinese Academy of Sci-
ences (CAS) created the CAS-
TWAS President’s Fellowships; this
will allow up to 140 young
researchers from developing coun-
tries per year to travel to China for
an all-expenses-paid PhD pro-
gramme at a major Chinese univer-
sity.

Under another new agreement,
the COMSATS Institute of Informa-
tion Technology in Pakistan will
provide up to 90 PhD fellowships,
post-doctoral fellowships and visit-
ing scholar posts per year at its
institutions and laboratories. Other
agreements to expand and support
fellowships have been reached
recently with Universiti Putra
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Malaysia, the World Meteorologi-
cal Organization, and the German
Research Foundation.

TWAS and the Chinese Acade-
my of Sciences also are collaborat-
ing in five CAS-TWAS Centres of
Excellence in China. These centres,
every year, will provide hundreds
of scientists from the developing
world a range of valuable opportu-
nities, from PhD study and joint-
research projects to conferences
and workshops, on topics ranging
from green technology and water
resources management to disaster
mitigation.

The programmes will bring in
top scholars from both the devel-
oped and the developing world.
Many will include support for
women scientists. We envision the
TWAS regional offices playing an
important role in supporting and
advancing the centres of excellence.

These scientists will then return
to their nations, bringing knowl-
edge that can be used for research
and policymaking, and with access
to new international research net-
works.

TWAS has dozens of other cen-
tres of excellence in other coun-
tries, and we should seek to ener-
gize those relationships and fully
benefit from these resources.

For TWAS to work successfully
in a challenging global environ-
ment, a third strategic element is
critically important: fundraising.

Last year, at our General Meet-
ing in Tianjin, the TWAS Council
authorized a new fundraising
appeal. In recent months, we have
reached out to you for support. A
number of members and Young

Affiliates have made generous con-
tributions. Yet much more is need-
ed, on an ongoing basis, if we are
going to expand our programmes
and work through a difficult global
economy.

In the weeks ahead, we will be
reaching out to you again. Please,
if you can, make a contribution to
support our work. You can be con-
fident that at the same time, we
are making appeals to govern-
ments, foundations and private
industry.

I was elected a TWAS member
in 1997, and I served for a number
of years as a vice president of the
Academy. Through the years, I
have often heard the reminder:
There is still more to be done. I
heard it from Professor Rao and
Professor Palis, I heard it many
times from Professor Hassan. I am
quite sure that Abdus Salam must
have said it too. And they were
right. All of them have been right.

But though we’ve heard it
often, we must hear it well and
take it to heart.

I said at the start of my talk that
the world relies on us. It relies on
us to continue our work of building
science in the developing world.
We have a strong organization and
excellent personnel, and if we
bring our best energy and recog-
nize our opportunities, we should
continue to make good progress.

Also at the start of my talk, I
mentioned Confucius’s line: “At 30,
I stood firm.” In the Analects, the
following line says: “At 40, I had no
more doubts.”

Ten years from now, I expect to
be with you celebrating another
anniversary. And I expect to
declare then, with pride: At 40,
there are no doubts that TWAS is a
world-leading institution, and that
it plays a major role in shaping the
world’s science agenda, in promot-
ing science for sustainability, and
in building scientific capacity in
developing countries.

I look forward to sharing four
good days with you. Thank you all
very much for taking the time to be
with us. �
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TWAS President Bai Chunli at the 24th TWAS General Meeting. (Photo: Roque Silles)


