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Harold Ramkissoon EXECUTIVE SECRETARY CARISCIENCE


On behalf of the members of the Organizing Committee, I extend a very warm welcome to all and a special welcome to our friends from beyond the region who have journeyed to this beautiful twin island state of Trinidad & Tobago to be part of this historical event. We thank you for gracing this occasion with your presence.

Historic, because it is the first attempt to bring together all stakeholders in Science and Technology (S & T) governments, academia, the private sector and civic society to have a critical look at the status of S & T and to recommend processes and mechanisms by which we could strengthen the S & T Enterprise so that it can more effectively impact on the socio-economic development of the region. We have today in our midst representatives from Labour, the Caribbean Council of Churches (CCC), who will not only give us our blessings for that science in the region really needs but also participate and practioners in the agriculture sector who have benefited from S & T. It is also historic because the first CARICOM Science Award honoring the region’s eminent scientist will be presented today. I wish to commend CMMB for sponsoring this award and in general their contribution to developing Science and Technology in the region.

 Why the focus on Science & Technology, when one may argue that  there are more pressing problems facing governments in the region? About 25 years ago that question was answered when the famous Pakistani Noble Laureate the late Abdus Salaam said :

  “What distinguishes the developed from the developing world is the ambition, the power, the élan which basically stems from their differing mastering of present day Science & technology,”  That statement was true then as it is today. 

Salaam traveled to the corners of the earth urging leaders of developing countries to spend more on Science &Technology. In the Caribbean he visited the then Prime Minister of Jamaica. What has changed  since though,  is that economies are being driven by knowledge-based societies rather then societies  with natural resources. Those countries that heeded his advice are today reaping the benefits: China and India are economic power houses – The sub artic island of Iceland once a remote fishing centre is now a high tech haven. It has a population  of 290, 000 and ranks amongst the fifth richest countries on a per capita basis. It is referred to as the miracle on ice. Iceland is a global leader in population genetics. The company DE CODE  is the epicenter of genetic discovery – identifying genes involved in many of the world’s most common diseases. In Ireland, the so called Irish uprising is clearly driven by technology. They leapfrogged from a largely agrarian society to a post industrial world – creating new age jobs like software, electronics and health care. They invested heavily in education. Their success is due to a partnership involving  government, business and academia, and the Diaspora. Closer to home Costa Rica and Cuba are examples of what is possible. Increasing its allocation to Research and Development from .2% to 1.25% of its GDP, Costa Rica exports of high tech products is 44% of its total export, and it has a Human Development Index Ranking of 41 out of 162 countries.  Cuba allocated 1% to research and development, derives 10% of its income from biotech exports and arguably has the best health system  in the developing world. In the year 2000 no country in the region spent more then  .2% of the GDP on Research and development Jamaica .2% Suriname 0%.. Trinidad and Tobago spent .14%  (Trinidad must be commended for its recent increase in expenditure towards research and development and tertiary education. It recently established  the UTT focusing initially on Science and Technology).  In comparison USA  and Japan 2.8% India 1% China 1-2%. The amount spent on Research and Development in all of LAC was equivalent to what South Korea spent . A recent OAS publication has shown a strong correlation between investment in Research and Development and economic progress -   (some details) one may say it is a vicious circle – without wealth  you cannot invest in Research and Development and without investment in Research and Development you are forever trapped in poverty. But this cycle has to be broken     . 

The  message is clear embrace Science and Technology or be left behind. It is the sine qua non  for development. The region today faces many challenges. We need to deal with the problem of poverty (three of the poorest countries in LAC are from the CARICOM region) the problem of food security,(high food import bill) the problem of energy security( only 2% of our energy comes from renewable-one has to be brave to talk about energy security in T & T. )  and the adverse impact of perennial natural disaster on the physical, economic and social infrastructure of these areas. Science and Technology has a role to play in each of and moreover in  just about all of the UNMDG’s If we are to survive in this  highly globalized  competitivness sometimes hostile arena, we must adopt a regional approach to some of the challenges that confront us. The successful economic integration of the region must be accompanies by  …It is against this background that we have decided to mount this Meeting, which, we hope, will help shape the future development of Science and Technology in the region particularly as to how it would relate to socio economic development.

Ladies and Gentlemen while over the past 50 years we have produces great intellectuals

 ( NL) first class institutions, outstanding scientists  and technologists  in the region and outside the region (three Professors at MIT)   (one at Stanford) and in Silicon Valley, two at Oracle, and one at Microsoft. The harsh reality is the Caribbean region has not developed a strong capacity in Science and Technology and is thus not well positioned to compete in the new global market and make a major contribution to regional development.

We  therefore need to act and act with a sense of urgency. Time is against us. We have brought together some of the best minds of the region and leading members of the International Scientific community to help us chart the way forward and to go beyond the rhetoric. We must and will produce a plan of action grounded in reality. But this can only be implemented if there is the political will and a genuine partnership among the major stakeholders. This ladies and gentlemen is a conference whose  time has come. The region is at a critical juncture and history shall judge us harshly if we squander this unique opportunity. Again a very warm welcome to all of you.

