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On October 6 and 7, the European Commission, with the participation of Portuguese
authorities and the support of the Champalimaud Foundation, organised in Lisbon a
high-level conference on “The Future of Europe is Science”.1 Mr. Barroso, President of
the European Commission, opened the meeting. I had the honour of giving one of the
keynote addresses.2
The explicit goal of the conference was twofold. On the one hand, we tried to take
stock of European achievements in science, engineering, technology and innovation
(SETI) during the last 10 years. On the other hand, we looked into potential future
opportunities that SETI may bring to Europe, both in economic terms (growth, jobs,
new business opportunities) and in terms of wellbeing (individual welfare and higher
social standards).
One of the most interesting aspects of the meeting was the presentation of the latest
report on “The Future of Europe is Science” by the President’s Science and Technology
Advisory Council (STAC).3 The report4 addresses some very big questions: How will
we keep healthy? How will we live, learn, work and interact in the future? How will we
produce and consume and how will we manage resources? It also seeks to outline some
key challenges that will be faced by Europe over the next 15 years. It is well written,
clear, evidence-based and convincing. I recommend reading it. In what follows, I wish
to highlight three of its features that I find particularly significant.
First, it is enormously refreshing and reassuring to see that the report treats science
and technology as equally important and intertwined. The report takes this for granted,
but anyone stuck in some Greek dichotomy between knowledge (episteme, science)
and mere technique (techne, technology) will be astonished. While this divorcing of the
two has always been a bad idea, it is still popular in contexts where applied science, e.g.
applied physics or engineering, is considered a Cinderella. During my talk, I referred to
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Galileo as a paradigmatic scientist who had to be innovative in terms of both theories
and instruments. Today, technology is the outcome of innovative science and there is
almost no science that is independent of technology, in terms of reliance on digital data
and processing or (and this is often an inclusive or) in terms of investigations devoted to
digital phenomena, e.g. in the social sciences. Of course, some Fields Medallists may
not need computers to work, and may not work on computational issues, but they
represent an exception. This year, Hiroshi Amano, Shuji Nakamura and Isamu Akasaki
won the Nobel in physics “for the invention of efficient blue light-emitting diodes
which has enabled bright and energy-saving white light sources”. Last year, François
Englert and Peter Higgs were awarded the Nobel in physics “for the theoretical
discovery of a mechanism that contributes to our understanding of the origin of mass
of subatomic particles, and which recently was confirmed through the discovery of the
predicted fundamental particle, by the ATLAS and CMS experiments at CERN’s Large
Hadron Collider”. Without the technologically sophisticated work done at CERN, their
theoretical discovery would have remained unsupported. The hope is that universities,
research institutions, R&D centres as well as national research agencies will follow the
approach espoused by STAC and think strategically in terms of technoscience.
The second point concerns some interesting statistics. The report uses several
sources—especially the 2014 Eurobarometer survey of “Public perception of science,
research and innovation”5—to analyse and advise about the top priorities for SETI over
the next 15 years, as identified by EU respondents. The picture that emerges is an
ageing population worried, first of all, about its health, then about its children’s jobs,
and only after that about the environment: 55 % of respondents identified “health and
medical care” as among what they thought should be the main priorities for science and
technological development over the next 15 years; 49 % opted for “job creation”; 33 %
privileged “education and skills”. So we spent most of the meeting in Lisbon discussing
these three areas. Other top priorities include “protection of the environment” (30 %),
“energy supply” (25 %) and the “fight against climate change” (22 %). So far so
predictable, although it is disappointing to see such a low concern about the environment, a clear sign that even educated Europeans (with the exception of Danish and
Swedish respondents) may not be getting the picture: there is no point in being healthy
and employed in a desert. Yet this is not what I wish to highlight. Rather, on p. 14 of the
report, the authors themselves admit that: “Contrary to our expectations, citizens do not
consider the protection of personal data to be a high priority for SET in the next
15 years (11 %)”. This is very interesting. As a priority, data protection ranks as low as
quality of housing: nice, but very far from essential. The authors quickly add that “but
this might change in the future if citizens are confronted with serious security problems”. They are right, but the point remains that, at the moment, all the fuss about
privacy in the EU is a political rather than a social priority. Recall that this is an ageing
population of grown-ups, not a bunch of teenagers in love with pictures of cats and
friends online, allegedly unable to appreciate what privacy means (a caricature increasingly unbelievable anyway). Perhaps we “do not get it” when we should (a bit like the
environmental issues) and need to be better informed. Or perhaps we are informed and
still think that other issues are much more pressing. Either way, our political representatives should take notice.
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Finally, and most importantly, the report contains a recommendation that I find
extremely wise and justified. On p. 19, the Advisory Council acknowledges that,
among the many foresight activities to be developed by the Commission, one in
particular “should also be a priority”: ethical foresight. This must be one of the first
times that ethical foresight is theorised as a top priority in the development of science
and technology. The recommendation is based on the crucial and correct realisation that
ethical choices, values, options and constraints influence the world of SETI much more
than any other force. The evaluation of what is morally good, right or necessary shapes
public opinion, hence the socially acceptable and the politically feasible and so,
ultimately, the legally enforceable. In the long run, business is constrained by law,
which is constrained by ethics. This essential triangle means that—in the context of
technoscientific research, development and innovation—ethics cannot be a mere addon, an afterthought, a latecomer or an owl of Minerva that takes its flight only when the
shades of night are gathering, once bad solutions have been implemented and mistakes
have been made. Ethics must sit at the table of policy-making and decision-taking
procedures from day one. It must inform our strategies about SETI especially at the
beginning, when changing the course of action is easier and less costly, in terms of
resources and impact. We must think twice but above all we must think before taking
important steps, in order to avoid wandering into what Galileo defined as the dark
labyrinth of ignorance. As I stressed at the end of my keynote, the future of Europe is
science, and this is why our priority must be ethics now.

