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EDITORIAL

The Challenges Facing ASEAN Science

Science and technology (S&T) are necessary but insufficient factors in achieving social
transformation and development. For Southeast Asia, a region in crisis, the development
tasks are formidable. There are solutions, but they require a concerted regional effort. One
important vehicle for achieving such changes is the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN), founded in 1967 to promote regional collaboration. Over the years, ASEAN
also has provided a valuable framework for joint activities in S&T.

One challenge that demands the Association’s close attention is the region’s environ-
mental condition. The 1991 eruption of Mount Pinatubo in the Philippines, last summer’s
forest fires in East Kalimantan and Sumatra, and the continuing denudation of forest covers
throughout Southeast Asia are concerns whose climatic impacts transcend national bound-
aries. In such cases, ASEAN member countries have freely shared scientific and technical
information, allowing for a range of practical solutions for the region and the world.

Member nations have recognized the need to leverage S&T expertise and resources to
support economic development imperatives. As a result, our policies and programs are aimed
at creating a business environment that fosters investments in advanced technologies and
rewards innovation and risk. The rapid growth in new and traditional linkages between indus-
try, government, and academe is the basis of an emerging model for economic development.
Subsequent economic growth depends not simply on a new cycle of innovation, but on a
new structure for innovation that ties basic and applied research even more closely together.

While S&T cannot be decoupled from its commercial applications, any policy de-
signed to spur commercial innovation must go beyond S& T and include guidelines on com-
petition, regulation, and other related areas. Without delay, the ASEAN science commu-
nity must address the review and amendment of outdated procedures on intellectual prop-
erty rights, copyright, and technology transfer laws. Our emphasis should be on speeding the
rate of innovation rather than slowing diffusion.

At the same time, the peoples of ASEAN are its most important resource in economic
growth and development. Hence, all productive sectors in ASEAN must work together to
raise the quality of their work force through training, higher technical education, and re-
search. Labor attitudes must be improved through a shift in emphasis from job creation to
labor efficiency. The ensuing reorientation toward greater productivity requires a radical
shift in society’s focus away from material acquisition and conspicuous consumption and
toward a heightened emphasis on self-reliance and quality.

In our rush toward modernization, hectares upon hectares of precious croplands have
been cleared to allow construction of roads, factories, and buildings. As a result, the “rice
bowl” countries in Southeast Asia were forced to import due to steadily plummeting yields.
This makes a significant increase in productivity of the region’s remaining farmlands all the
more urgent if we hope to stave off food shortage, malnutrition, and starvation. The pressure
is on ASEAN scientists to make full and efficient use of the region’s land and natural re-
sources through sustainable agricultural practices and environmental conservation.

In defining its vision for the future, ASEAN is guided by the strong need to develop
an innovative, technology-driven, and information-intensive economy in Southeast Asia.
Although industry must play the central role in inducing and sustaining economic growth
and job creation, many other players must contribute to the drive to encourage and sustain
innovation. In today’s technology-driven global economy, ASEAN scientists are now thrust
into the limelight and must assume leadership in critical aspects.

The science we generate and the technology we build should provide a strong foundation
that can withstand the shocks caused by globalization. To gird our societies against the storm
of financial uncertainty in Asia, we must constantly reengineer our science and technology
agencies into more aggressive, entrepreneurial organizations. No effort must be spared in
convincing our leaders that innovation—grounded upon our firm grasp of S&T—will help
to create jobs, preserve the environment, and enhance the quality of life in Southeast Asia.

William Padolina

The author is Secretary of the Department of Science and Technology, Republic of the Philippines. The
editorial is adapted from a talk delivered at an ASEAN seminar held 8 to 10 December at the Malaysian
National Academy of Sciences, Kuala Lumpur.
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The scientific “world”

Even deep-ocean vent tubeworms
need sunlight, a reader points out. How
to conduct AIDS vaccine trials ethically
in “resource-poor”
countries (right,
expectant moth-
ers in Uganda) is
discussed by re-
searchers and
public health offi-
cials from the —A :
United States, Thailand, and Uganda.
French cancer researchers express their
concern about the freedom of young
medical investigators to develop their
“personal ideas.” And a conclusion of a
study of memory duration in zebra
finches is deemed “premature.”

Sunlight and the Deep Ocean

Those deep-ocean vent tubeworms (Ran-
dom Samples, 30 Jan., p. 663) are indeed
most remarkable, but to say that “they don’t
need sunlight” is a little like saying tape-
worms don’t need sunlight. The tubeworms
do need oxygen, which is there courtesy of
sunlight and chlorophyll at the ocean’s sur-
face and elsewhere on the surface of the Earth.
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u
Lost Potential in France?

Michael Balter’s recent article about French
AIDS research (News & Comment, 16 Jan.,
p. 312) describes a feudal system with bar-
ons, czars, big bosses, and 35-year-old scien-
tists considered as only young wolves. Un-
fortunately, this is not restricted to the
AIDS research field, but is a general phe-
nomenon in science and medicine in France.
Thirty-five-year-old medical investigators
have the same problems obtaining some in-
dependence from their chiefs, called “man-
darins” by some. The choice is often be-
tween going into private practice or staying
in a university position for years without
any possibility of developing one’s personal
ideas. The potential of young French clinical
investigators is thus often lost.
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