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Rebuilding Canada: Science & Diplomacy
After the Decade of Darkness .

"We cannot solve the problems we have created with the same thinking we used in
creating them."- Albert Einstein

During the recent federal electoral campaign, little was said about the state of science in
Canada.

That's unfortunate, because science policy matters, and in that respect, as the electoral dust
settles, it will become clear that the new Liberal government has inherited some daunting
challenges. Years of resource reductions and the centralized political control and manipulation
of all scientific and public communications have deeply corroded Canadian democracy,
governance and public administration.

The capacity to practice science diplomacy- a critical tool in responding to the vexing range of
challenges generated by the globalization age - has perhaps been foremost among the
casualties.

Less visible, yet of similarly dire consequence, has been the damage to Canada’s global
brand wrought by the Conservative government’s ill-conceived “war on science” and rejection
of evidence-based policy and decision-making. Tourists and immigrants still hold this country
in high esteem, but in terms of image and reputation in major capitals and other places that
matter, Canada’s influence, long on the wane, has dissipated.

The one-time boy scout has become a noisy free rider in the international system, sometimes
ostracized but more often simply ignored.

A spate of high profile commentary on Canada’s tarnished reputation and transformed
international role has recently attracted attention. Yet while the closing of the Canadian mind
has been troubling, the damage to longer term Canadian interests is at least equally
disturbing.

After a prolonged period of inactivity and reversals,
Canada’s new government is positioned to seize
opportunities for global leadership and diplomatic
initiative.
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National science policy plays directly into the capacity to deliver science diplomacy. During
the ten year siege, for instance, members of the scientific community were unable adequately
to contribute to the achievement of international policy objectives. Moreover, on key files such
as energy and the environment, Canada came to be seen internationally as an obstruction to
progress.

Much has been lost - scientists have departed, science-based departments and agencies
weakened, R&D capacity diminished. If Canada is to achieve its promise in the area of
science diplomacy, Canadians can never again abide the triumph of ideology over evidence
or the dismissal of data-driven policy formulation and decision-making.

To improve our security, restore our democracy, and strengthen our defences against the
most vexing challenges facing the planet - from climate change to pandemic disease to
resource scarcity - the damage attributable to the ten year war on science must be
acknowledged and repaired.

What, then, by way of advice and an agenda for the new government? Consideration could be
given to the following proposals:

1. Restore the position of Chief Scientist in the PMO/PCO, remove inordinate controls over
scientific and diplomatic communications, and reconnect with the public service in the
tradition of confidence, trust and respect

2. Create a Parliamentary Science Officer to scrutinize the quality of evidence and to
provide data-driven advice and assistance to legislators

3. Reverse the cuts, and strategically re-invest to restore capacity in science-based
departments and agencies, especially Environment Canada, Health Canada, Parks
Canada, Fisheries and Oceans, the National Research Council and the Natural
Sciences and Engineering Research Councll

4. Increase funding for knowledge-creating basic science and provide increased financial
support to S&T-related activities in universities, research institutes and think tanks

5. Re-establish a Ministry of State for Science and Technology as an interface with other
levels of government and to coordinate and integrate S&T programs and activities
across the federal government and among civil society actors

6. Reinstate the long form census and provide Statistics Canada with a new mandate
which will ensure its independence from political interference

7. Re-invest in diplomacy, appoint a senior Science Advisor at DFATD, and establish a
Directorate-General of International Science and Technology Policy

8. Offer courses in science diplomacy/international S&T at the Canadian Foreign Service
Institute and encourage the practice of public and science diplomacy

9. Enlarge and more effectively integrate the network of Science Councillors and Attaches
at Canadian diplomatic missions abroad; investigate the creation of an S&T career
stream

10. Through recruitment, secondments, exchanges, promotions and incentives, encourage
Foreign Service Officers to skill-up and specialize in international S&T issues
management
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After a prolonged period of inactivity and reversals, Canada’s new government is positioned to
seize opportunities for global leadership and diplomatic initiative. International S&T, and
science diplomacy in particular should figure centrally in all such calculations.

The last words, like the first, go to Einstein:

Learn from yesterday, live for today, hope for tomorrow. The important thing is to not
stop questioning.

Note from the CPD Blog Manager: This post originally appeared at Canadian Science Policy
Centre.
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