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Scientists and the State

• Scientists a cadre of “cosmopolitan world 
citizens” operating above and beyond the 
nation state, ushering in a “new age” when 
the “science of modeling through” problems 
will replace the age-old practice of “muddling 
through” global issues. –James Rosenau

• “La science n’a pas de patrie, le savoir est le 
patrimoine de l’humanite” --Louis Pasteur.



IPCC: Born out of Frustration

• Bert Bolin, Convenor of International 
Consultations on Climate Change (Villach 
process). 

• Climate modeller

• Science manager: Advisor to Prime Minister of 
Sweden

• Negotiator on Acid Rain in Baltic Region. 

• Key advisor to Toronto Summit on 
Atmospheric Science, Rio Summit.



Key Concerns

• Although broad consensus on climate change 
in scientific circles (normal science)…

• Policymakers were not paying attention to 
climate change (debate on Ozone layer, acid 
rain).

• Little understanding of potential impacts of 
climate change esp. economic, social. 

• Little work underway on mitigation.



Transmission method for 
communicating science



Carefully control contact between 
scientists, policymakers



Scientists and Public Policy Making 
Post WW II

• Traumatized scientific community post Nazi, Soviet 
manipulations of science. 

• Role of scientists in Manhattan Project, Pugwash
Movement. 

• Yannevan Bush principles for state/scientist relations 

• The “Value Free Ideal” of Science

• “ I was put on Earth to make certain discoveries, and 
what the political leaders do with them is not my 
business.” --Enrico Fermi 



Core principles for Intergovernmental 
Panels

• Independent (self-governing, financing), 
permanent.

• Universal membership.
• Includes both Scientists (selected through peer 

review, endorsed by states) and Policymakers (by 
states.) 

• Two Estates come together  in single room to set 
policy agenda, commission reports, and draft 
executive summary. 

• Double hierarchy: coordinating lead authors, and 
governing bureau. 



Key Characteristics

• Scale (840 scientists  in IPCC 5; times 10 with 
contributing authors.)

• Hierarchy

• Orthodoxy: Normal Science

• Encyclopedia: 73,000 published works

• Legitimacy: Delivers Good Housekeeping Seal of 
Approval: “The IPCC says…”

• Mantra “policy relevant but not policy 
prescriptive”. 



Key Challenges

• Calculation and Communication of Risk

• Assessing Grey Literature (Himalayagate)

• Timeliness and Relevance (2022 next Report) 

• The Scientific Divide. 

• Mantra “policy relevant but not policy 
prescriptive”. 



At its best…

• Second third and fourth reviews when it was:

• Potent (Climate change is real, and anthropogenic) 

• Central to creation of global climate epistemic 
community.

• Ambitious in commissioning research reports in 
neglected areas.

• Influential in driving research agenda esp. in 
adaptation, mitigation.

• Influential in debate on risk calculation in S & T 

• Accepted authoritative source in Kyoto negotiations





Genome Editing and CRISPR

• Genome Editing Scientific Method of the Year 2011  in 
Nature; CRISPR 2015 Breakthrough of 2015. 

• Can involve any living organism but experiments on 
humans get more attention.

• Moving rapidly to Normal Science but concentrated in 
a few states  (64% of clinical trials in USA, 28% in 
Europe, 4% Asia) and in public labs. US regulatory 
regimes currently predominate.

• Editing heritable DNA poses questions even at research 
stage because effects are irreversible. (Think geo-
engineering.) 



Committee on Human Gene Editing

• Distributed for consultation first major study on 
regulating of Human Gene Editing in Feb. 2017

• Jointly sponsored by  US National Academies of 
Sciences and Medicine, invited  international 
membership of scientists and bioethicists. 

• Recommended research proceed-- cautiously. 

• Germline (Heritable) Genome Editing “only for 
compelling purposes of treating or preventing 
serious disease or disabilities, under a stringent 
oversight system.”



Key Principles Proposed by Academies 
for Genome Editing

• Promoting Well-being

• Transparency

• Due Care

• Responsible science

• Respect for Persons

• Fairness

• Transnational cooperation

• (Not mentioned: for profit?)



A fraught history 

• Stem cell research  (banned for religious 
reasons in many jurisdictions, research 
migrated elsewhere.)

• GMO research—significant disputes over 
biosafety, informed consent, between 
Namerica, EU.)  Boycott of Basle Convention.

• Cloning: failure to negotiate International 
Treaty on Cloning in Nineties. 



Cacaphonous Regulatory Regimes



Challenging Political Context

• Trump Administration sending mixed signals FOR 
deregulation, AGAINST reproductive programs, 
generally SUSPICIOUS of science.

• Significant differences in regulatory regimes in 
Biosciences in key regions incl inside EU. 

• Developing countries generally concerned about  
biodiversity, biopiracy, regulation and 
enforcement capability. 

• Fear of early panic, shutting down useful research 
or genomic “race to the bottom.” 



International Regulation

Options

• Transnational regulatory 
Dialogue and Networking

• International 
Coordination/Cooperation

• Regional Regulatory 
Instruments

• Treaty-Based  
Harmonization

• Hegemonic Control

Outcomes

• Status Quo

• ISSCR Guidelines for 
Embryonic Stem Cell 
Research (NGO)

• Oviedo Convention, (EU)

• UN Treaty on Cloning 
(failed). 

• US/EU rule making, others 
rule taking. 





An Intergovernmental Panel?

• Issue lifecycle: works best when scientists are in 
general agreement on the (normal) science, there 
is recognized epistemic community, and 
policymakers both “need to know” how  to 
proceed and seek legitimacy via sound science.  

• IAASTD foundered because epistemic community 
had splintered and no consensus on agricultural 
science (GMOs). IPBES limps along due to 
policymaker’s indifference. (IUCN Red Book)



Prospects for Success?

• Consider the alternatives:

• Genome editing banned outright.

• Genome editing for profit rather than need. 

• Which genes get edited: for breast cancer, or 
for sickle cell anemia, or for balding and fair 
skin? Who decides? Who gets consulted? 

• Race to the bottom in lab regulation and 
human research controls. 



Intergovernmental panel could:

• Buy time, while controlled research proceeds, and defer 
the most difficult issues of editing heritable DNA. 

• Create transnational epistemic community  of scientists 
AND policy makers to develop norms, practices, and 
common agenda for use of genetic editing. 

• Develop cadre of experts in Global South.
• Identify “needs list” including most acute diseases for 

research, to help  advocate and guide  research funding. 
• Provide global transcultural forum for bioethics discussions.
• AND Manage media panics, scandals, and “anti- science” 

campaigners to protect Legitimacy of Research in the field; 



WHAT DO YOU THINK? 


