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Forum Showcases New U.S. Priorities

“Without energy, there is no economy; without climate, there 

is no environment; and without economy and environment, 

there is no well-being. So we had better figure out how to get 

this right,” President Barack Obama’s science advisor and 

former AAAS President John P. Holdren said during the 2009 

AAAS Forum on Science and Technol-

ogy Policy. The annual Forum is the 

largest and most important science and 

technology conference in the country. 

Organized by AAAS Science and Policy 

Programs, the Forum also hosted U.S. 

Energy Secretary Steven Chu, who with 

Holdren and other strong representa-

tives of the science community, outlined 

for 600 leaders from government, busi-

ness, research centers, and universities 

the new science objectives and funding 

put forth by the Obama Administra-

tion. Also at the Forum, U.S. Rep. Bart Gordon, the Tennes-

see Democrat who chairs the House Committee on Science 

and Technology, urged scientists and engineers to protect 

unprecedented new levels of funding by communicating their 

work to others in society, especially given the tough economic 

times. “What I try to explain is that spending money on re-

search and development really is jobs—it’s our future.” 

S&T Policy Fellows at the Forefront

Nina Fedoroff, science and technology advisor to the U.S. Sec-

retary of State, was one of several top-level officials from gov-

ernment, non-governmental organizations, and academia who 

addressed the S&T Policy Fellows during their 2009 orienta-

tion program. Then celebrating its 35th year, the program has 

dispatched highly trained scientists and engineers to key U.S. 

Congress and Executive Branch offices to help solve pressing 

world problems. For example, fellows have helped turn former 

anthrax factories in Russia, Georgia, and Kazakhstan into 

vaccine production and disease surveillance facilities in those 

countries. They have organized a forum on sustainable urban 

development in the Middle East. And they have led an effort 

to retrain Iraqi weapons scientists to do civilian work. One 

2009 fellow, who is a neuroscientist, went to work at the Pen-

tagon, where he hosts a weekly radio program, interviewing 

senior officials not only about weapons research, but about 

the Defense Department’s research in such areas as biomedi-

cine, the environment, and the social sciences. The broadcast 

reaches out to a civilian and military audience. In general, 

the S&T Policy Fellowships provide scientific expertise to 

policy-makers needing solutions to increasingly technical 

issues, while providing a path for scientists who would like to 

participate in public policy.

Science in Service of Human Rights

Satellite images detected evidence of intense fighting within a 

Sri Lankan civilian safety zone in May, according to a detailed 

analysis of the high-resolution images completed by AAAS. 

Blamed by the government of Sri Lanka on Tamil rebels “bom-

barding their own civilians,” the fighting resulted in massive 

displacement of the population and widespread loss of life, 

as evidenced by hundreds of recent graves, AAAS reported. 

The AAAS analysis was requested by Human Rights Watch and 

Amnesty International USA.

The AAAS Science and Human Rights Program also as-

sessed satellite images in Afghanistan, where evidence of 

the excavation of a mass grave raises questions about a 

2001 incident in which Uzbek General Abdul Rashid Dostum 

reportedly ordered the mass burial of 2,000 Taliban prison-

ers of war, after they suffocated while being transported in 

containers. The advocacy group Physicians for Human Rights, 

whose mission is to “investigate the health consequences of 

human rights violations and work to stop them,” asked AAAS 

Science Policy and Society

Serving as a source of unbiased, expert information, AAAS helps to inform science policy for 

the good of society. With science gaining a bigger role in the economic recovery and further 

advancement of the United States, AAAS provides timely updates on national objectives in the 

areas of science and technology, S&T funding, and major global challenges and threats requiring 

the intervention of science. Science and Policy Programs staff also work to provide opportunities for 

scientists to enter public policy careers and to become involved in the support of human rights.

John P. Holdren
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PERSONALIZED MEDICINE—Food and 

Drug Administration Commissioner 

Margaret Hamburg was one of many high-

level speakers who took part in a series 

of 2009 AAAS colloquia on personalized 

medicine, convened by the Food and Drug 

Law Institute. To view video, see www.

aaas.org/spp/PM/colloquia2.shtml. 

to analyze the satellite images. In July, U.S. President Barack 

Obama announced that his national security staff would look 

into the deaths of the Taliban prisoners to determine if the 

United States contributed to possible war crimes.

Also in 2009, the AAAS Science and Human Rights Coali-

tion met to continue the work of enlisting scientists to take 

up important work on human rights, holding workshops and 

meetings such as, “Human Rights 101 for Scientists” and “Ethi-

cal Dilemmas in Science Practice.” Meanwhile, the “On-call” 

Scientists initiative, which helps connect scientists wanting 

to do volunteer work with human rights organizations, at-

tracted more than 350 scientists and engineers to work on such 

projects as assessing evidence of torture, investigating the 

effects of oil extraction in the Congo and gold mining in Guinea, 

and evaluating the psychological impacts of child labor in the 

diamond mines of the Democratic Republic of Congo.

Tracking R&D Funding Trends

Top agencies doing basic research are experiencing fund-

ing increases under the Obama Administration. Detailed, 

authoritative information about such trends is the product 

of the AAAS R&D Budget Policy Program, directed by Patrick 

Clemins, and that product is especially valuable in a difficult 

economy, as policy-makers make decisions regarding science 

and technology. Publishing a comprehensive yearly statistical 

and analytical report on proposed research and development 

allocations by the federal government, as well as ongoing on-

line updates on R&D funding, the program provides objective, 

up-to-the-minute information on U.S. science funding levels. 

U.S. funding levels are often compared to those of other coun-

tries, and the information is made available to the scientific 

and engineering communities, as well as to congressional 

staffs. “Science and technology are recognized as drivers of 

economic health and growth, not only in the United States, 

but also the world,” Clemins said. 

Events on Climate, Health, and More

Nearly 30 events at AAAS and on Capitol Hill helped to inform 

policy-makers and the public about global climate change, 

infectious disease threats, and more. For instance, in Novem-

ber, experts said sea-level rise, severe weather, and ocean 

acidification are already inevitable.

James J. McCarthy, AAAS board chair (2009-2010), also took 

up the climate charge. McCarthy, who gave the 2009 Robert 

C. Barnard Environmental Lecture, said, “We are headed to 

dangerous territory at breakneck speed,” in reference to the 

potential for disaster posed by climate change. McCarthy, who 

was co-chair of Working Group II for the 2001 Intergovernmen-

tal Panel on Climate Change report, urged consideration of 

some of the newer issues that have surfaced in the climate  

debate. For example, McCarthy pointed out that nations may 

be forced to manipulate the climate with geo-engineering, 

such as putting fine particles in the atmosphere to reflect some 

sunlight back to space, in order to counter global warming. 

“We may reach a point,” McCarthy said, “where we’re going to 

be so desperate that we will need to look critically at various 

geo-engineering approaches.”

Even more diverse topics, from the safety of the chemical 

bisphenol A, found in plastic baby bottles and other products, 

to nanotechnology, were addressed during a series of seminars 

organized by the AAAS Archives and the Chemical Heritage  

Foundation’s Center for Contemporary History and Policy.   

Sir David King, chief scientific advisor to the U.K. government 
(2000-2007), told an audience at AAAS in 2009 that scientists face 
many challenges tied to population increases. 


