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Welcome, outline of the purpose of the meeting and its intended outcomes (Prof Ali Dhansay, 
NSTF Chairman) 
 
Prof Dhansay (NSTF Chairman) opened the meeting and welcomed everyone, especially the 
Ambassador of Mexico, the Secretary General of UNESCO in South Africa and the UNESCO-SA team. 
He had suggested the topic for the discussion forum following alarming developments in the USA under 
the new Trump administration. Prof Dhansay introduced the scope of the discussion forum. 
 
Prof Stuart Marshall, a Fellow of the Australian and New Zealand College of Anaesthetists, had written to 
the editor of a US journal that had invited him to act as a reviewer and declined on the grounds that he 
could not support business and organisations based in the USA in the light of recent laws that 
systematically discriminate against academics and others on the basis of race, religion and nationality. 
This is reminiscent of the general and scientific boycott against South Africa during apartheid. Prof 
Dhansay commented that he would not personally have chosen that route because it is important to 
remain open to engagement. This was an issue for discussion at the present forum.  
 
An editorial of 22 February 2017 in the British Medical Journal (BMJ) warned that Trump’s administration 
“is acting in ways that will suppress research and limit communication on scientific topics that it deems 
politically inconvenient”. They point to communications restrictions on several environmental protection 
and public health agencies, while scientific information on government websites “is being removed and 
becoming inaccessible”. The editorial concludes that the scientific and healthcare communities must 
commit to serving the best interests of patients and the public. “By arming ourselves with the fruits of 
science, being guided by facts and evidence, we can create a healthier planet, not just for Americans but 
for all the peoples of our world.” This invokes the notion of the global village in which we are all linked.  
 
There was a range of diverse reactions to the editorial: 

• Pointing out that the previous president had also suppressed science that was not considered 
politically correct: “When Mr Obama was elected President, one of his first acts was to suspend 
Federal funds to any institution studying the genetic basis of intelligence – all scientific studies 
conflicted with the "politically correct" version of racial equality. Humans did not evolve; they were all 
miraculously created (equal). This is the greatest political suppression of science since Galileo 
(William Wood, MD, Michigan). 

• Blaming the situation on widespread scientific and health illiteracy that undermines the wellbeing and 
productivity of US citizens. For example, one in four US adults believes that Superman was a figure in 
the Bible; one in four US adults is convinced that the Sun circles around the Earth and not the 
opposite; 43% of US adults still believe in Santa Claus and even write letters to him (Stavros 
Saripanidis, Consultant in Obstetrics and Gynaecology, Greece). 

• Claiming that the BMJ editorial misrepresents the intentions of the current US administration and that 
the references provided for some of these editorial comments are inaccurate, in that the Trump 
administration has simply required that government agencies approve what is presented to reporters 
and social media (Christopher M Foley, MD, Minnesota). 

• Pointing out that science remains strong whether someone supports it or not. Science does not 
require anybody to vouch for it. Everyone including Trump uses science to state, communicate or 
carry out policies. Science – good science – will prevail over human action or inaction (Prof DS 
Sheriff, Melmaruvathur Adhiparasakthi Institute of Medical Sciences and Research, India). 

• Pointing out that Trump was instituted as the President of the USA as the result of a democratically 
conducted, transparent and peaceful election and that his election was thus the wish of the people. 
What is needed is the inspiring good will of conscientious and sober people of the rest of the world to 
let the new President accomplish the plans he presented to the electorate during his campaign. 
Standing in his way cannot be justified. (AAW Amarasinghe, Physician, Georgia). 

• Expressing the view that despite its hype and hoopla, settled science is fettered and fetid, because 
science needs vetting, instead of fêting (Hugh Mann, Retired Physician, New York). 

• Expressing solidarity with US peers who may experience the suppression, distortion or fabrication of 
‘evidence’ to suit the new American government (Woody Caan, Professorial Fellow, Royal Society for 
Public Health, Cambridge, UK). 
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• Expressing the view that taxpayers should not support science because it is mostly false, mostly 
useless, and carried out by unethical, dishonest people who manipulate data (Ralph Giorno, 
Physician, Colorado). 

 
Prof Dhansay emphasised the need for scientists to be fair but challenging, critical but constructive. 
 
Overview: political analysis of Trump election and appointments, global effects and factors (Prof 
Siphamandla Zondi, Head: Department of Political Science, University of Pretoria) 
 
Prof Zondi welcomed the opportunity to interpret the rise of Trump and consider how it affects scientists 
and those involved more generally in the intellectual project. Prof Zondi is part of an initiative to promote 
writing on international cooperation in science and technology, including S&T diplomacy (which the South 
African Minister of Science and Technology was promoting).  
 
The implications of the US President’s actions and policies for science and scientists is a difficult topic for 
several reasons. Firstly because Trump is unknown entity; he is unpredictable and is not a politician. If 
Trump were a politician (even if he was a maverick or prone to outbursts), he could be analysed 
according to a well-understood framework and pattern of actions. Secondly, it is relatively early in his 
presidency to make predictions about his actions. Trump epitomises the entry of the unorthodox (or the 
‘other’) into mainstream world politics, the rise of the right wing, and the tightening of protectionism in 
world trade and negotiations. The ‘other’ represents the angry and disillusioned, who believe that the way 
things have been done does not work. These are the forces of opportunism, populism, the ultra-right or 
ultra-left wing and the anti-establishment who are disgruntled about the established pattern of doing 
things. 
 
Trump also epitomises and generates growing uncertainty about the direction that the world is taking. 
There was significant worldwide economic growth during the 1970s and 1980s. In the 1990s, there was a 
sense that a new world order was emerging with the end of the Cold War, characterised by globalisation. 
The 2000s dawned as a time of positive developments and possibilities despite growing radicalism and 
the September 11 attacks on the World Trade Centre. Then in 2008 the world hit a global financial crisis, 
which started in the US banking system and spread. Eight years of economic depression and even 
negative growth ensued, giving rise to uncertainty about the direction that the world should take, and 
whether the dreams from the earlier part of the decade were achievable. In the USA, as a manufactured 
society of relatively recent origin, the narrative of the American dream is important as the glue that holds 
society together. With the economic crisis, the US dream of a society that had the world at its feet and 
could achieve whatever it set out to do, without limitation, was called into question. Suspicion started to 
develop about the ‘other’. Many in the USA began to suspect the Mexicans, Hispanics or Muslims, for 
example, of posing a threat to their dream and being responsible for the collapse of the manufacturing 
industry and the loss of jobs, since the USA was being outcompeted by other nations in science, 
technology and industrial development. 
 
An early response was the rise of the Tea Party movement, which was known for its conservative 
positions and its role in the Republican Party. Liberalism was opposed as being weak. The US started to 
feel that their generosity to the world had caused their problems and that it was time to draw back from 
international cooperation unless it directly benefited the USA. The USA started to become insular and 
inward looking. Trump’s message that ‘We can make America great again’ resonated with US citizens 
with that mindset. Trump was perceived as coming to their rescue.  
 
The rise of Trump accentuated international uncertainty due to the USA’s global influence (e.g. military 
bases in over 150 countries). Everything that the USA does has an influence on other countries, whether 
Trump understands this or not. Europe no longer knew how to deal with the USA as its ‘special partner’, 
which was no longer special.  
 
The USA hoped to recover by fortifying itself: building a wall along the border with Mexico and making it 
difficult for people to enter the USA through all their immigration entry points.  
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Africa is not within Trump’s radar and is not a priority for the USA. The USA is seeking to withdraw from 
its spending on its global power and its expensive international commitments. Trump would like the USA 
to retain global power without spending on it. He wants to rapidly defeat ISIL and withdraw from the 
Middle East.  
 
Africa features in US security plans as a potential battleground for the US fight against terrorism. Plans to 
obliterate terrorists include cooperation with certain African countries to deal with the problem. In 
February 2017, Trump made calls to two significant African presidents, namely the presidents of South 
Africa and Nigeria. The significance of African countries is no longer related to investment or economic 
cooperation, but only to their potential role in fighting terror. South Africa is sliding out of the USA’s 
calculation of what constitutes a strategic African nation in favour of countries such as Nigeria (related to 
the fight against Boko Haram), Egypt (related to the fight against terrorism mainly in the Mount Sinai area, 
and Ethiopia and Kenya (because of their involvement in the fight against al-Shabaab in Somalia). 
Citizens of Libya and Somalia are among those whose travel to the USA has been banned.  
 
There are some signs that the USA might want to accelerate the shift from aid to trade and investment. 
This would be good for Africa in the ideal world, but aid helps support the environment (a healthy 
population, educated population, skills training), and a weakened Africa is a poor trade partner and 
presents a bad investment climate. The USA might be less inclined to grant concessions and engage only 
in crude investment in its own interests.  
 
The African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA) is expected to continue, but without enthusiastic political 
support and in a climate of growing US protectionism. Technology transfer might be seen as a form of 
charity that must be discouraged, resulting in less technology cooperation on innovation. Less than 
enthusiastic participation in multilateral cooperation is anticipated, except in the narrow national interests 
of the USA. This would have wider ramifications, because the USA does not act alone but impacts on the 
conduct of many other countries. The multilateral relations that have been built over the last 50 years risk 
being weakened or destroyed. 
 
There are many unknown factors, but certain things can be anticipated and have to be pre-empted and 
managed at a political level. President Zuma is trying to manage the relationship with the new US 
President and has praised President Trump. It is also important to build stronger relationships with 
institutions, which have a longer life than their present incumbents. Strategic relationships with 
universities, science councils and NGOs must be maintained. Trade relationships must also be 
maintained. There are over 2000 US companies operating in South Africa, many of which are small 
businesses and social enterprises. Building strong relationships with them might help cushion South 
Africa.  
 
South Africa’s future relationship with the USA may require difficult adjustment, but there are already 
some indications that Trump may be softening. For example, the ban on travel still exists but there is 
more clarity on who is exempted, since US citizens are also affected (e.g. those with a dual passport from 
the USA and another country).  
 
Discussion 
 
Prof Eloff (South African Academy for Science and Arts) asked whether the global political changes would 
also have an effect in South Africa.  
 
Prof Ojo (TUT) commented: 

• We need to think of Africa first. Africa is divided against itself. Boko Haram in Nigeria was created by 
the political leadership of the country. In such circumstances, why look to the USA for political 
leadership? 

• The US shift from aid to trade and investment might stimulate intra-African trade. 

• When Africa does not release the potential of its people, they go to the USA.  
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Prof Zondi responded that analysis shows that what we are seeing in the USA epitomises what is 
happening all over the world in developing and emerging countries. What happens in the USA is likely to 
be replicated elsewhere, manifested in one of two ways: the rise of the right wing in white countries, or 
the rise of populism and opportunism in other countries. In South Africa there has been a rise of populism 
and more extreme views that appeal to the poor who feel that they have not been served by the political 
changes since 1994. Politicians are seizing on this to support their cause. It has become easier to build 
political ground on the basis of radical rhetoric. The decline of the ANC against a sense of disillusionment 
is an aspect of this. Significant shifts are taking place that suggest that South Africa might have a very 
different political system in two years’ time. Many people do not believe this, but people in the USA did 
not believe that there would be such a radical change of political dispensation in such a short time. In the 
future, South Africa might be governed by a coalition of several parties. France is likely to be governed by 
a right-wing coalition of the right and the far right. The French people have difficulty in imagining this 
possibility, as it would be at odds with the liberal France that was the product of the French revolution. 
There has been a similar rise of the right wing in Germany. We are likely to see similar leaders to Trump 
emerge in developed countries. 
 
The cry to think of Africa first is not new, but African leaders have not been inclined to place Africa first, 
but rather to place their own country first. To try to make a success of a country such as Malawi, for 
example, with a population of only six million people, is futile unless Africa is successful. No country can 
succeed alone without at least 200 000 million people. Nyere said in 1974 that the biggest problem facing 
Africa was that its leaders were nationalists, not globalists or pan-Africans. It is an indictment that it has 
not been possible to award the Ibrahim Prize for Achievement in African Leadership for the last three 
years because there were no suitable candidates. It is an even bigger indictment on African citizens who 
elect the leaders.  
 
In the 2003 Liberian election after a long civil war, there was a chant among followers of Charles Taylor 
that “He killed my father, he raped my sister, but I will vote for him”. There is evidence of deeper 
psychological problems when citizens reach the point of voting for someone not because it is in their 
interests but because they dress well, speak good English, provide food parcels, engage in charismatic 
dancing, or come from the same ethnic group or region. People are employing the wrong tools to achieve 
their dream. When the elected leader is unable to achieve the dream, there are service delivery protests. 
African citizens are thus the problem, because leaders emerge among citizens. It is also an indictment of 
the education system which does not empower people as critical citizens.  
 
Africa has divided itself. Its leaders do not have a vision for unity. It is not possible for a single country to 
engage successfully in international negotiations without pooling resources with other countries. Southern 
Africa would achieve more than South Africa alone. Nations must die if Africa is to succeed. 
 
On the issue of trade, African countries trade more with countries outside the continent than with other 
African countries, for example, South Africa imports oil from the Arab world and elsewhere but not from a 
fellow southern African country, Angola, which exports oil to the USA and Europe. 
 
On the issue of the brain drain, Africa’s best skills are lost to the rest of the world because of conditions in 
Africa. Intellectuals are not altogether innocent, however, because they have not worked hard enough to 
generate African-specific solutions. They focus instead on contextualising European thinking on the 
African continent. There is an African saying that “Borrowed waters will never quench your thirst.” 
 
Ms Shultz noted that some of the reasons Prof Zondi had given to explain current US politics and the rise 
of Trump included protectionism, anti-establishment and reaction to the economic crash. However, there 
seemed to be a call to a perceived hegemonic culture of the past with 1950s US values, and the desire 
for particular a specific power balance, which seemed to be the opposite of anti-establishment.  
 
Prof Zondi concurred that the rise of Trump was driven by nostalgia for a pure past when white ways 
were dominant, and there was a sense that the American people had been weakened by Latinos and 
African-Americans. This was similar to the way in which Hitler rose to power in Nazi Germany. He was an 
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ultra-nationalist who wanted a purified Germany that would be great. Anti-Semitism was part of this 
narrative, as well as the notion that a pure European person was an Anglo-Saxon from central Europe.  
 
Appearance and reality: unpacking racial profiling (Prof Himla Soodyall, Director: Human Genomic 
Diversity and Disease Research Unit, University of the Witwatersrand) 
 
The way in which we see and engage with people usually starts with appearance.  
 
During Prof Soodyall’s recent visit to Ethiopia, where she had engaged with local scientists and given a 
talk on genetic variation in Africa, one of her hosts had expressed confusion about how she identifies as 
an Indian without having visited India, speaking an Indian language or wearing Indian customary dress. 
She had explained that as a fourth-generation Indian in South Africa, she generally speaks English, learnt 
Afrikaans at school and speaks a little Zulu since she was raised in Durban. When her mother and aunts 
wanted to speak privately, they did so in Hindi so that the children would not understand, so she learnt 
some Hindi so that she could understand the gossip. People make assumptions about others based on 
their appearance. ‘Othering’ seems to be part of human nature. In any context, we identify ‘us’ and 
‘others’. 
 
Children are uninhibited and engage without noticing the differences between them, but soon they are 
introduced to concepts of othering. Children have to be given a name and registered at birth. They 
become an entity of a particular country, identified with a past, ancestors, lineage and bloodline. 
However, there is no such thing as a pure race or a homogeneous population. Children are introduced to 
kinship, nuclear families and extended families, and eventually they are part of the global network. 
 
As babies grow up they are shaped by many things. They become conscious of their own appearance 
and that of others. Appearance is an index for the choice of a mate. 
 
Anthropometrics tried to establish indicators for race based on physical features such as skeleton, muscle 
architecture, nervous system, intelligence or soft tissue organs, but skin colour is the only significant 
difference. Biological material is a shared ancestry. We inherit our ancestry from our parents. In each 
generation, the number of ancestors doubles. At some point in our ancestry we will have shared common 
individuals.  
 
People in Africa have the most ancient genetic signatures in the world. As humankind moved out of 
Africa, only a few of the genetic variables left the African continent and became re-assorted.  
 
It is important to introduce evidence of science in considering questions of race. Whichever group one 
samples, 90% of genetic variation will be found within the group itself. Human variation in skin pigment is 
the product of adaptation in different geographic regions. Dark skin was selected for in areas of strong UV 
light because it afforded protection. As people moved away from the tropics into regions with less-
intensive UV light, skin lightening became selected for because lighter skin enabled the penetration of 
sunlight to make vitamin D. We are walking examples of adaptation through processes of selection that 
allowed the human species to be as successful as it is throughout the world. 
 
In a paper that Prof Soodyall authored with Regan, they concluded that even though science has 
confirmed that patterns of human variation exist, it has also provided ample evidence that there is no 
biological or genetic basis for ‘race’, which is thus only a social construct. Such studies are useful in 
showing that patterns of human genetic variation could impact positively on scientific and medical 
enquiry, and the social and health needs of society. 
 
There are biological definitions of race to be found in the literature, for example: “A phenotypically and/or 
geographically distinctive sub-specific group, composed of individuals inhabiting a defined geographical 
and/or ecological region, and possessing characteristic phenotypic and gene frequencies that distinguish 
it from other such groups” (King & Stansfield 1990). However, Richard Lewontin (1972) quantified genetic 
variation in humans and found that there was about sixfold more variation within groups than between 
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groups, which implied that the idea of human races as discrete, geographically localised groups was 
unsustainable. There is thus no biological evidence for race; race is socially constructed. 
 
Many things shape the way we perceive people. Section 9 of the Constitution of South Africa avows to 
protect all individuals against unfair discrimination on one or more grounds, including race, gender, sex, 
pregnancy, marital status, ethnic or social origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture, language and birth. More of the factors on which discrimination is not 
permitted in the South African Constitution (section 9) or on other grounds are social rather than 
biological (Figure 1). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1: Biological and social grounds for discrimination 
 
Science has become so advanced that a DNA sample could be put through different sets of genetic 
markers (for example regions of the world; anthropometric features). These could be used to assess the 
genetic profile and create an image of the person in terms of skin colour, facial shape and hair type. It is 
argued that genetics has become very prescriptive and deterministic. 
 
The US immigration policy is new, but immigration officials are socialised in many ways that have helped 
shape the way they think and that influence the way in which they interpret the policy by conducting racial 
profiling. ‘Racial profiling’ refers to the discriminatory practice by law enforcement officials of targeting 
individuals for suspicion of crime based on the individual's race, ethnicity, religion or national origin. 
Racial profiling is becoming a globalised issue. For example, women in France were asked to remove 
their burkas long before Trump was elected. The way in which Trump enacts issues exposes the 
diseased society in which we currently live. South Africa has a commendable Constitution and Bill of 
Rights that protect people in many ways from issues that were discriminatory in the past, but it does not 
always work.  
 
In March 2017, the Trump administration rolled out a controversial immigration executive order (in its 
second edition), which suspends immigration into the United States from six predominantly Muslim 
countries. Citizens from the affected countries — Iran, Somalia, Sudan, Yemen, Syria and Libya — will be 
subjected to a 90-day ban on travel to the USA. Iraq was previously listed among that group of nations, 
but it was removed from the latest iteration after reassurances from the Iraqi government of increased 
information sharing with the USA. 
 
Today’s society is very reactive. People have become socialised from past experiences, on the basis of 
which they react. Do we react in the way we do because of biological differences or because of the way in 
which we have become accustomed to thinking based on the various experiences that have helped 
shape us? 
 
We all belong to the same species and have a common shared genetic heritage. Scientists should use 
the tools and information at their disposal and platforms such as the NSTF to start making a difference. 
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Packaging information in the form of sound bites can be very effective. Science has to be made 
accessible so as to engage in dialogue on societal issues, since people’s mindsets have already been 
shaped by forces such as culture and religion. 
 
Discussion 
 
Prof Eloff (South African Academy for Science and Arts) enquired how pronunciation and the use of 
language influence identity. Accents are learnt at home, but are there any genetic components? 
 
Prof Soodyall responded that the way in which we develop tonation is based on learning activity. Accents 
develop through the way we hear and mimic sounds. The way in which we speak is an evolutionary 
process associated with a group of genes that differs by only one mutation base between chimpanzees 
and humans. The evolution of the auditory system and the architecture of muscles are coupled with 
vocality. Human speech has had a long evolutionary trajectory. 
 
Ms Schultz enquired whether the argument of genetic adaptation as the reason for physical differences 
could be used to justify discrimination, for example, that genetic adaptation is associated with different 
levels of quality. 
 
Prof Soodyall responded that the power of science means that the same information can be used 
differently, and scientific conclusions depend on the way in which the argument is built. On the one hand, 
scientists debunk the existence of race, but on the other hand use population genetic profiling in the local 
environment to develop screening techniques for medical diagnostic testing. For example, one in 20 
people of European ancestry carries genes associated with cystic fibrosis, which means that a couple 
with European ancestry has a one in 400 chance of producing a baby affected with cystic fibrosis. 
Geographic origin is an aspect of genetics. 
 
Prof Dhansay commented that data can be used in different ways depending on how it is packaged and 
interpreted. Due diligence and awareness are important. 
 
Actions and policies of the Trump administration: analysis, outcomes, implications (Yousuf 
Gabru, Chairman, South African National Commission for UNESCO) 
 
Mr Gabru clarified that he was not speaking on behalf of UNESCO. All countries that are UNESCO 
members have a National Commission for UNESCO that is independent of UNESCO. National 
Commissions are set up by their respective governments and operate, on a permanent basis, for the 
purpose of associating their governmental and non-governmental bodies in education, sciences, culture 
and communication with the work of UNESCO. 
 
The brief was to consider the implications of the US President’s actions and policies for science and 
scientists, but Mr Gabru began by recalling some of the implications of views on science in South Africa. 
For example, one of the biggest disasters in South Africa has been AIDS denialism. There are estimates 
that more than 300 000 people died of AIDS through lack of drug delivery because the South African 
President’s view of AIDS was not supported by the scientific community. South Africa needs to learn from 
Trump’s attitudes on science so as to avoid making similar mistakes.  
 
South Africa is currently dealing with issues of nuclear energy and fracking. Those who demand nuclear 
energy in South Africa seem to be those who will benefit financially. Similarly, those who say there is 
nothing wrong with fracking are those who will benefit financially. The US is also dealing with fracking. 
 
Another thing that South Africa and the USA have in common is the exorbitant costs of certain drugs. 
Drug companies capitalise on the fact that they have to conduct research for pharmaceutical 
development. One of the positive statements of the Trump administration has been that pharmaceutical 
companies are overcharging and that the price of drugs should be reduced. The role of science is to 
benefit society, but some people use and abuse science for their own purposes, for example for making 
huge profits. The issues are much wider than the implications of the Trump administration for science. 
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UNESCO’s position on science is expressed in the Declaration of the 2015 Budapest World Science 
Forum on the Enabling Power of Science: 

In keeping with the UN objectives, we are determined to fight poverty and hunger, to promote 
just, equitable, inclusive and peaceful societies, and the restoration, protection and sustainable 
use of natural resources and ecosystems. We seek an integrated approach in addressing the 
environmental, social and economic dimensions of sustainable development based upon the 17 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), prepared using best available knowledge and defined 
by the broad and comprehensive involvement of our fellow scientists. 

 
The vast majority of scientists around the world have accepted that human beings are impacting on 
climate change; that humanity is in a dangerous situation; and that if we do not start acting in positive 
ways we will not leave a sustainable Earth to our children and grandchildren. Trump disagrees with the 
scientific community on climate change as illustrated by some of his communications: 

• “This very expensive GLOBAL WARMING bullshit has got to stop. Our planet is freezing, record low 
temps, and our GW scientists are stuck in ice.” 

• “The concept of global warming was created by and for the Chinese in order to make U.S. 
manufacturing non-competitive.” 

• “Global warming is based on faulty science and manipulated data.” 
 
Another feature of Trump is his inclination to contradict himself. At one stage Trump wanted to be the 
presidential candidate for the Democratic Party. In those days he accepted the connection between 
climate change and human activity, but he no longer accepts that.  
 
What kind of person can look at the evidence on climate change and deny it? People who deny the 
science on climate change are those who stand to make fortunes from ruining the environment. Trump’s 
Secretary of State, Rex Tillerson, is the former chief executive of Exxon Mobil. Ironically he is one of the 
few members of Trump’s administration who accepts climate change. Scott Pruitt, who has been 
appointed Administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency, is a climate-change denialist. The group 
that currently controls the USA wants to make as much money as possible for their own private 
companies in the shortest possible time, without concern for the consequences. 
 
It is particularly sinister that within hours of Trump’s coming to power, government agencies were 
instructed to remove information from their websites related to climate change and that statements on 
climate change would have to be politically vetted. This is not the first time that this had happened. When 
George Bush was President, he instructed all US government-funded agencies to stop using the term 
‘global warming’. Some did not obey and continued with their scientific work, but many of those lost their 
jobs. The situation was similar in Canada when Harper was Prime Minister between 2006 and 2015: 
scientists were instructed not to talk about climate change and their work was censored; some scientists 
were under surveillance by the secret police; and libraries and research programmes dealing with climate 
change were closed.  
 
Trump’s administration seems to be acting on behalf of profit-driven multinational corporations. Trump’s 
interventions are not only related to climate change but also to education. Trump’s first nominee as 
Secretary of Education was Jerry Falwell, who declined the nomination. Falwell is president of Liberty 
University. An excerpt from the prospectus of Liberty University reads:  

Liberty University’s Center for Creation Studies is a dynamic, teaching-based academic center. 
Our purpose is to research, promote, and communicate a robust young-Earth creationist view of 
Earth history. Beginning with sound Biblical interpretation, we seek to understand how science 
can inform us about God's magnificent creation. 

 
Betsy DeVos, who accepted Trump’s nomination and became Secretary of Education, is a multibillionaire 
creationist who completely denies evolution, except as a theory. The USA is one of the few countries 
where up to 40% of journalists do not accept evolution. There will be enormous negative impacts on 
science if the government ceases to encourage research and cuts funding in this area.  
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Cooperation is an important aspect of promoting science. Science develops within a community of 
scientists. Scientists objected to Trump’s bans from the beginning. There has been an onslaught on 
science not only in the USA but throughout the world.  
 
Trump is also opposed to vaccines, and said, “I've seen people where they have a perfectly healthy child, 
and they go for the vaccinations, and a month later the child is no longer healthy.” On the question of 
Ebola, Trump said, “The US cannot allow EBOLA infected people back. People that go to far away places 
to help out are great, but must suffer the consequences!”  
 
A positive response since Trump came to power has been the resistance that developed across the USA. 
People who had never participated in demonstrations before now do so regularly. There has been 
solidarity with those who have been denied entry to the USA. Scientists have been organising and 
demonstrating. On 22 April 2017, a massive demonstration of scientists against Trump is scheduled.  
 
Mr Gabru’s view was that Trump was a fascist that that his administration would use science when it 
could be of benefit to making money; otherwise they would just try to create confusion because they are 
trying to control all aspects of US life. South African scientists should act in solidarity with US scientists 
and send them letters of support from South African scientific associations. The NSTF Discussion Forum 
should pass a motion stating that South African scientists understand what US scientists are going 
through after their own experience of living in an apartheid state. The motion should be sent to the US 
Association for the Advancement of Science, and South African scientists should stage a demonstration 
at the US Embassy in solidarity with US scientists on 22 April. South Africans benefited from the solidarity 
shown by other countries during the apartheid era. Showing solidarity with US scientists would also serve 
to show solidarity with decent US citizens.  
 
Discussion 
 
Prof Eloff (South African Academy for Science and Arts) questioned the source of the statement that 
scientists were under surveillance by the secret police in Canada during the Harper administration. He 
cautioned that one should not make such statements unless supported by a reputable source.  
 
Ms Mokhomatha (UJ) asked Mr Gabru to elaborate on his views on fracking compared with nuclear or 
coal energy in the South African context.  
 
Mr Gabru responded that deep debate was needed over fracking versus nuclear energy, particularly 
given the vested interests in South Africa that stand to benefit from nuclear energy. It would be very 
disturbing if the South African government were to sign deals to build nuclear power stations without 
extensive and informed public debate. Environmental degradation from coal-powered energy is also a 
matter of concern. He commended the NSTF for taking the lead in organising discussion forums.  
 
Mr Muzondo (GISSA) suggested that there might be space for both evolution and creation. 
 
Mr Gabru did not believe that there was any debate between evolution and creation. He did not accept 
that evolution had not taken place. These issues should be raised in the most awkward places and 
discussed openly. Science is not just about developing the latest technologies, but about challenging 
society’s beliefs in a rational way.  
 
There was a request to Mr Gabru to reconcile his comment that Trump is a fascist with the views 
expressed by Prof Zondi that Trump does not act as a rational politician. 
 
Mr Gabru did not necessarily agree with the views expressed earlier. The theme of Prof Zondi’s 
presentation had been that Trump is a reflection of the emergence of right-wing populist movements 
around the world. While this might be true, it is necessary to explore further to discover why the populist 
movement had arisen. There had been more rapid economic crises in the last few years than in the 
preceding years. These crises were generally not the creation of the poor ordinary people who suffer the 
crisis, and had a ripple effect throughout the world. The right-wing backlash is part of the response to the 
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economic crisis. In other periods, the response to economic crisis has been a left-wing backlash. The left 
wing is not as organised as the right wing and had not been able to use and benefit from the crisis to the 
extent that the right wing has done.  
 
Three questions were posed: 

• How do we unpack or facilitate debates in public forums? 

• How do we extend and widen the debate beyond academics and government so as to involve the 
general public? 

• What role can scientists play in advancing such discussions? 
 
Ms Schultz observed that in the past, scientists used to live in ‘ivory towers’, and there were efforts to get 
them out of their isolation to speak to the public. Now it appeared that the issue was to fight for the 
validation of science itself, given the realities of climate change denialism, creationism, anti-cooperation, 
post-truth, data being repackaged to suit particular perspectives, and science being challenged with 
respect to the validity of results and whether clinical trials can be replicated in real life. If the issue is to 
validate science, then science needs to be more effectively communicated to the public. If this discussion 
forum were to produce a position statement, for example, would that be enough? What could be done to 
have practical effect? The other side engages with the public, and it is up to scientists to engage the 
public in a similar manner.  
 
Mr Gabru responded that South Africa was an exciting country, given the achievement of overcoming 
oppression to bring about democracy. During his presidency, Mbeki had denied the relationship between 
HIV and AIDS. The Treatment Action Campaign (TAC) responded by using the experience of their 
struggle background to mobilise against HIV/AIDS denialism. The TAC was responsible for changing the 
government’s perspective on AIDS. There were examples from history about how to communicate 
effectively with the public. Scientists must raise the issues wherever they are, discuss and debate the 
issues, possibly by convening meetings, and if necessary establish organisations (starting small and 
growing) to address the issues.  
 
Mr Gabru emphasised that scientists have to be constantly aware of the issue of the repackaging of data 
and false news. In a recent article, Prof Salim Abdool Karim (a South African epidemiologist who works 
on AIDS) commented that he had come across a fake news item in which it was reported that the HIV 
virus had been manufactured in the laboratory as a secret weapon to wipe out the African race. The way 
in which Trump behaves gives people licence to spread false news. 
 
Mr Jeppie (DHET) commented firstly that less was said about the social sciences than about science, yet 
there is an important relationship between them. Secondly, the South African academic community had 
remained silent about the purges of Turkish academics over the last year. There had been no statements 
condemning the fact that professors in Turkey had been abandoned by the international community. 
 
Mr Gabru responded that South African intellectuals had failed in not taking up injustices against Turkish 
intellectuals. The academic community in universities should have taken leadership and shown solidarity. 
When South Africans were suffering under apartheid, large numbers of academics throughout the world 
supported the cause.  
 
Ms Ashpole (SAICE) commented that the actions of Trump’s administration have implications not only for 
science but also for engineering and technology, but the issues are always discussed from the 
perspective of scientists.  
 
Ms Niehaus responded that right-wing governments have often become involved in building 
infrastructure. Trump had committed himself to building up the USA through huge spending on 
infrastructure. This was associated with the promotion of the engineering profession and the training of 
increased numbers of engineers. This might be a positive aspect of the Trump administration. It was not 
yet clear how the issues would develop, since engineering and science are different. Science is about 
enquiry and critical thought, which are not part of Trump’s perspective. Technology, including IT, is likely 
to play out differently for similar reasons. One way in which engineering and technology are likely to be 
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similarly affected is in Trump’s discrimination against certain individuals based on their origin. The social 
sciences have an important role to play in interrogating developments and responding to their 
implications. Natural scientists strive to be so objective that they will be reluctant to express an opinion, 
whereas expressing opinions is part of the process of the social sciences. The position of the DST and 
the NSTF are that the social sciences are part of science and should not be excluded. 
 
Ms Niehaus commented that the NSTF had approached a broad spectrum of academics from different 
disciplines and invited them to address the discussion forum, including philosophers, historians and social 
scientists, as well as journalists but they were either not available or did not want to express themselves 
on this issue. She appreciated the speakers who were prepared to present their views, and attendees for 
participating in the discussion. 
 
Why scientists should utilise social media to counter pseudoscience and quackery (Prof George 
Claassen, Distinguished Professor in Science, Communication and Media Ethics, Stellenbosch 
University) 
 
Trump is a voracious tweeter. He bypasses the traditional media, and the effect is immediate. 
 
The presentation refers to Trump but focuses on why science communication is so important for 
scientists, and why it is important to use social media. Leading scientists host large numbers of followers, 
for example, Neil deGrasse Tyson (host of the new Cosmos series) has over 2 million Twitter followers, 
and Richard Dawkins has 1.4 million. Leading scientists use social media to break science to the general 
public without bypassing the peer review process. 
 
Evolution is taught as part of the biology syllabus of South African schools, but many teachers do not 
believe the theory and are unwilling to teach it. Biology cannot be understood without evolution. Darwin’s 
Origin of Species was published almost 160 years ago in 1859, but more than 46% of Americans believe 
that evolution is just a theory and not science, and the statistics for South Africa are not much better. 
 
The reasons why scientists should communicate include public accountability, influencing policy-makers 
and practitioners, stimulating additional funding, encouraging collaborative work and research, and having 
greater control over research and how its findings are presented in the media (Economic and Social 
Research Council, 1993). 
 
The Royal Society published The Public Understanding of Science report in 1985, which emphasised that 
scientists must learn to communicate with the public, be willing to do so, and indeed consider it their duty 
to do so. All scientists therefore need to learn about the media and their constraints, and how to explain 
science simply, without jargon and without being condescending.  
 
The media can no longer be considered only in traditional terms (e.g. newspaper, radio and television). 
Social media have changed the field altogether.  
 
Prof Claassen believed that it would be unrealistic of scientists to expect scientific literacy from the public. 
The view of Robert Parks (scientific adviser to the Clinton administration) was that the public do not need 
knowledge of science as much as a scientific worldview – an understanding that we live in an orderly 
universe, governed by physical laws that cannot be circumvented. 
 
The merchants of doubt, quackery and pseudoscience are on the rise, for example, HIV/AIDS denialism, 
climate-change denialism, anti-evolutionism and the anti-vaccination campaign. Unless scientists speak 
out, there is the risk that quackery will be accepted as the truth.  
 
Two dramatic changes have taken place in the news ecosystem. Traditional news publishers have lost 
control over the distribution of news. News is now filtered through algorithms and platforms that are 
opaque and unpredictable. The inevitable outcome is the increase in the power of social media 
companies. The largest of the platforms and social media companies (Google, Apple, Facebook, 
Amazon) and even second-order companies (such as Twitter, Snapchat and emerging messaging app 
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companies) have become extremely powerful in terms of controlling who publishes what, to whom, and 
how publication is monetised (Bell 2016, ‘Facebook is eating the world’, Columbia Journalism Review). 
 
In the 1950s, Marshall McLuhan was prophetic in formulating the concept of the Global Village and 
describing the media as “an extension of our senses”. Now, Twitter is extending our senses to tens of 
millions of people who are often right on the scene where things are happening. Citizen journalism is 
taking place. This has had many positive effects – for example, exposing police brutality by placing 
photographs and videos on You Tube – but there are also distortions and inaccuracies.  
 
Twitter’s constant updating of the record of up-to-the-minute reaction has sometimes threatened to usurp 
media coverage of breaking news. Many users have become accustomed to clicking on Twitter when 
news breaks. There, they can find a sea of reaction, commentary and links to actual articles. This is a 
positive development because information about science should be accessible to all. Readers should not 
have to pay to access peer-reviewed articles (Coyle 2016, ‘Is Twitter the news outlet for the 
21st century?’, ABC News) 
 
Scientists need to learn the basics of communicating via the social media. The news ecosystem has 
changed more dramatically in the past five years than perhaps at any time in the past five hundred. Social 
media has not just swallowed journalism, it has swallowed everything. It has swallowed political 
campaigns, banking systems, personal histories, the leisure industry, retail, even government and 
security. The phone in our pocket is our portal to the world. In many ways this heralds enormously 
exciting opportunities for education, information and connection, but it brings with it a host of contingent 
existential risks. Journalism is a small subsidiary activity of the main business of social platforms, but one 
of central interest to citizens (Bell 2016).  
 
A problem of social media is that they bypass the guiding principle of journalism to verify information 
against other sources and never to publish allegations without allowing the other side to respond and be 
heard.  
 
Studies have shown that it is indeed beneficial for scientists and scientific institutions to have an online 
social media presence; that Twitter can foster better public engagement with science; and that 
communicating science on Twitter ‘works’, partly by relaying science to a more diverse audience. 
 
Scientists are increasingly using Twitter as a tool for communicating science. Twitter can promote 
scholarly discussion, disseminate research rapidly, and extend and diversify the scope of audiences 
reached. However, scientists also caution that if Twitter does not accurately convey science due to the 
inherent brevity of this media, misinformation could cascade quickly through social media (Bombaci et al. 
2015). Twitter presents the challenge of accurately reporting science in 140 characters.  
 
The darker side of the social media is that they can spread information, whether accurate or fake/false, 
even faster than a virus can spread an infection. The social media are as unregulated as they are 
democratising. Celebrities can influence the spreading of quackery in general, for example: 

• Oprah Winfrey invited Jenny McCarthy on her show and called her a ‘Mother Warrior’ for her anti-
vaccine activism. 

• Robert Kennedy Jnr. and Robert de Niro supported the film Vaxxed, which reports on a highly flawed 
study that purports to show that the measles, mumps and rubella (MMR) vaccine may be leading to 
an epidemic of autism diagnoses. 

• Larry King invited Deepak Chopra on to his show and uncritically allowed him to state that the 
devastating 2004 tsunami was the result of people not focusing their energy sufficiently to stare down 
the momentous waves. 

 
The view of the media as a ‘dirty mirror’ held up to science has thus arisen – an opaque lens unable 
adequately to reflect and filter scientific facts (Bucchi 2004, Science in Society: An Introduction to Social 
Studies of Science). 
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The dilemma of the receiver of science is that although we depend on the media for science news, there 
is little understanding of the relationships between scientists and journalists that lie behind the images of 
science conveyed in the press (Nelkin 1995, Selling Science: How the Press Covers Science and 
Technology). If social media have swallowed journalism, how dirty has the mirror reflecting science news 
now indeed become? 
 
Steps to clean the dirty mirror reflecting science include (Van Rooyen 2016, Unpublished MA thesis, 
Stellenbosch University): 

• Create and maintain a Twitter account (or a Facebook page or other social media page). It is a 
cost-effective way of communicating science to a potentially global audience. Investing time in social 
media will increase public interest in scientific work, will most likely eventually create opportunities for 
collaboration with other scientists and institutions, and can quite possibly help to increase funding 
simply because it is easy for investors to see what work is being done, and that efforts are made to 
communicate results.  

• Create connections with prominent news media in order to give proper exposure to the science. 
When tweeting science, make sure to tag relevant local news media into posts about new findings or 
announcements. This will ensure that at least someone from each of those trusted media outlets will 
read the tweet, creating a much higher probability that the story will be picked up or re-tweeted. If a 
tweet by a science organisation can get re-tweeted by a major trusted news outlet, it will instantly 
expand the audience reach and potential for further re-tweets of the story significantly. 

• Follow and monitor your field of science and do not keep quiet when quacks spread unscientific 
and pseudoscientific nonsense on social media; rather set the record straight immediately by utilising 
your social media account(s).  

• Build embargo hype. Do not wait for an embargo to be lifted before first tweeting about an 
announcement. 

• Use hashtags that will most likely be linked to a story. Include them in tweets. 

• Open more than one Twitter account in order to separate research projects or topics. News media 
and science institutions that have done so (e.g. Nasa, BBC News, CERN, ESA) seem to be very 
successful on Twitter. 

• Consider learning to use TAGSv6.0 or similar software to quickly and easily study how tweets are 
spread and retweeted, in order to over time learn what works and does not work for the individual or 
organisation in question. 

• Continuously foster trust among the social media public by providing regular updates on work 
being done, by ensuring information is accurate, by building hype when announcements are 
imminent, and by making science interesting, compelling and understandable. 

 
Discussion 
 
Prof Rolnick (Wits) observed that Prof Claassen had glossed over the fact that most journalists do not 
know much about science when he had commented about the effects of wrong science being spread. 
This was a big part of the problem. Misconceptions spread through the media provide problems for those 
teaching science, for example, the confusion between global warming and ozone depletion (most people 
believe that these are the same thing). In this way, the media perpetuate scientific illiteracy.  
 
Prof Claassen concurred with these concerns. For these reasons, the South African Editors Forum had 
set up a training section, and Science Meets the Media in Stellenbosch had been established to bridge 
the gap between science and journalists. However, the issues cut both ways: journalists are often illiterate 
in science, but scientists are often illiterate in media communication and thus are also guilty. They are not 
prepared to talk openly so that journalists can get the facts rights. Scientists must make themselves 
accessible to journalists. The greatest science journalists in the USA are not trained in science, but ask 
the right questions and do their homework properly. Prof Claassen had been campaigning against editors 
who neglect science. Only the Mail & Guardian and Business Day have a dedicated science editor. 
Where editors do show an interest in science, they tend only to be interested in the environment and 
health. Journalists often make the mistake of quoting a scientist, but they may approach an inappropriate 
person who is not a specialist on the topic. 
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Prof Ojo (TUT) had recently attended a FameLab event at his university and observed how difficult it is for 
postgraduate students to communicate science to an ordinary audience. He asked: 

• Should science communication be introduced as part of the science curriculum? 

• Is science better communicated by journalists or scientists? 

• What role should the NSTF play in creating a platform for scientists to engage with an audience? 
 
Prof Claassen responded that Stellenbosch University is the only university in Africa that teaches science 
communication. Science communication should be taught at leading journalism schools along with 
communication in politics, economics sport and arts. The Max Planck Institute regularly brings 12 
journalists from across Europe into their laboratories for three months at a time to build interaction 
between scientists and journalists. Science is widely neglected in the media, which leads to quackery.  
 
Prof Claassen commented that the NSTF is already doing much to promote science communication, for 
example, the Science Communicator of the Year award. Another approach might be to present seminars 
for journalists.  
 
Prof Soodyall (Wits) commented that the Wits observes a protocol in its engagement with the media 
whereby the media person has to declare what they want to engage over, and the scientists have to get 
permission from the CEO’s office to engage. Following the protocol is very time-consuming and almost a 
form of censorship of scientists engaging with the media. The scientists are often asked to comment on 
things that are making the news, but by the time clearance is issued the issue is no longer newsworthy. 
 
Prof Claassen responded that this type of censorship was against the Constitution, which protects 
freedom of academic activity.  
 
Prof Soodyall (Wits) liked the idea of encouraging engagement through the social media. However, she 
had fallen into the trap as a young scientist of being persuaded to report on newsworthy findings of her 
ongoing research to her funders while the associated publication was still going through the lengthy peer-
review process. The findings had then been read out in Parliament and become an international story, but 
the peer-review process had not yet been concluded as endorsement of the work. Providing information 
to one’s funder is not the same as pre-empting the peer-review process, but it is difficult for young 
researchers to discriminate. 
 
Ms Schultz commented that the debate had moved beyond the issue of whether the emphasis should be 
on scientists learning to communicate, or journalists learning how science works. In a world where citizen 
journalists exist and the field of journalism is in turmoil and underpaid, there are many inexperienced 
journalists who lack the necessary skills. In this environment, the onus for science communication is on 
scientists and science organisations. Anyone can learn the principles of plain language in order to 
communicate effectively to an appropriate audience. 
 
Prof Rolnick’s (Wits) view was that journalism schools have a responsibility to get science communication 
students up to at least grade 12 level in science subjects. 
 
Prof Claassen responded that the teaching of science subjects at school level is deteriorating. Science 
communication students are taught to double check their facts. Scientific journalism is the only field in 
which a source is allowed to look at the draft copy in order to control the facts and ensure that they have 
been properly interpreted. This is done in the name of accuracy, not censorship.  
 
Ms Ashpole (SAICE) commented: 

• In civil engineering, performance in English had become an admission requirement in addition to 
mathematics and physical science, because language ability is essential for success in university 
studies.  

• South Africa has lost many experienced and knowledgeable journalists because some print media 
houses believe that it is adequate to use interns for science journalism.  
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• When the media phone her with a question, they expect her to react almost immediately. If she is 
unable to, she keeps phoning them every 15 minutes or half an hour to tell them the progress she is 
making. Scientists and engineers need to learn to respond to the immediacy of journalism. 

 
Prof Claassen responded that scientists and journalists work differently. Scientists go through a long 
process of verifying their experiments and of peer review. In journalism, the senior editors are responsible 
for peer review. Because of the financial constraints in print media, newsrooms have become juniorised. 
Journalists work according to very short deadlines, and the social media have made the deadlines for 
breaking a news story even shorter. 
 
Discussion: What should be done by the South African science community 
 
TUT had taken a decision in favour of solidarity with US academics. It was noted that an academic 
boycott of Israel had also been proposed. These possible initiatives were being discussed in higher 
education institutions. Ms Niehaus commented that it would be unfortunate to break off all academic 
contact with the USA and posed the question of whether a partial and selective boycott was possible. 
 
Prof Rolnick (Wits) observed that many US scientific organisations had issued their own statements on 
their misgivings about the implications of the Trump administration (e.g. American Education Research 
Association, National Association for Research in Science Teaching). The situation was different in Israel 
where there was no major dissent from academics against what the government was doing. She 
suggested that it would be better for key institutions in South Africa to expressions their solidarity with 
organisations in the USA that are trying to battle against the Trump administration and are being 
repressed (e.g. NSF funding could be reduced, resulting in less funding for research). 
 
Prof Ojo (TUT) referred to an analysis of the academic boycott of South Africa and commented that there 
is a need for caution to ensure that any such boycott is not counter-productive, since political and 
economic issues are intertwined. 
 
Prof Dhansay did not agree with the stance of an Australian academic who had declined to review for a 
US journal in protest against discriminatory laws. Prof Dhansay suggested the need for at least a 
statement of support. The NSTF would take the lead and contact members and science councils to 
develop a statement. The boycott of apartheid South Africa was similar but different from what was being 
proposed in relation to the Trump administration.  
 
Ms Prince (HSRC) noted that a boycott was a very different approach from expressing solidarity. She 
pointed out that some South African scientists receive considerable funding from the USA. There are US 
researchers who want to work with the global South.  
 
Ms Niehaus noted that in one US state, the governor wanted to legislate that there should not be more 
Democratic-Party academics than Republican-Party academics at the three universities in the state. This 
suggested that Republicans feel threatened by Democratic academics. If US academics are more likely to 
be aligned with the Democratic Party, it would be counterproductive to boycott the US academic 
community.  
 
Prof Rolnick (Wits) responded that the issues and alignments were more complex. Republicans 
themselves were threatening to vote against Trump in the Senate.  
 
Prof Dhansay commented that the issues were not related only to science but also to healthcare delivery.  
 
Prof Ojo (TUT) asked whether there would be any legal implications for the South African government of 
taking a stance against the Trump administration. 
 
Ms Niehaus responded that government departments and state-funded institutions would perhaps not be 
willing to be outspoken. The South African government has to be tactful and maintain cordial relations 
with the US government, but academics and researchers are independent and have freedom to express 



NSTF Discussion Forum 

16 
Proceedings of 8 March 2016 

their opinions. Researchers who are nervous about expressing their views individually can do so under 
the cover of the NSTF. 
 
Ms Prince (HSRC) pointed out that the purpose of the discussion forum was to serve the membership of 
the NSTF, not to dictate the response of the South African government. 
 
Ms Schultz cautioned against diluting the message by including too many separate points. She advised 
the need for an overall statement of concern about the suppression of the scientific method and the 
communication of science. The expression of support could be used to refer to the opportunities 
presented by the current disruption of science; for example, to drive better understanding of science and 
improve standards of communication of science. 
 
Wrap up and closing of the meeting 
 
It was agreed that an email would be sent out requesting volunteers to serve on a small group to take 
forward the development of the proposed statement. 
 
Ms Niehaus thanked all participants for their thought-provoking engagement. 
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Appendix 1: Statement from the South African academic community in response to the 
implications of the US president’s actions and policies for science and scientists 
 
The NSTF Discussion Forum reached agreement on possible content to be included and aspects to be 
considered in a statement from the South African academic community in response to the implications of 
the US president’s actions and policies for science and scientists. 
 
The following broad issues should be considered for possible inclusion in a statement from the South 
African academic community: 

• Interpretation of science (e.g. misinterpretation of biological differences between races). 

• Public perception of science and scientific issues: The existence and dangers of false science 
need to be exposed.  

• Use of technology: Trump has issued executive orders related to some of the technologies he wants 
to use to implement his policies (e.g. research on biometrics should be accelerated so that people 
can be reliably identified and ‘undesirable’ people can be excluded from the USA; databases should 
be established to record the misdemeanours of immigrants). Scientists who develop technology 
cannot control the way in which it is used, but can say something about this). 

• Skills pipeline: Foreigners from certain countries are being discouraged from studying in the USA. 
Mobility is required to support the global skills pipeline. 

• Scientific endeavour: Funding to research institutions could be cut, and the scientific endeavour 
could be undermined by false news and alternative facts. 

• Pedagogy: The way in which science is taught in schools affects the development of scientific 

literacy (e.g. dismissing evolution as ‘only a theory’). 

• Expressing disagreement or concern with some of Trump’s views and executive orders, 
including:  
o Restrictions on the training and mobility of science, engineering and technology professionals 

through immigrant executive orders 
o Encouraging hate speech and discriminatory actions based on the false premises of biological 

differences, and denying equal treatment among professionals 
o Curtailing freedom of speech (e.g. NGOs are not allowed to promote abortion) 
o Campaign against vaccination 
o Sexism. 

 
The approach to be used should take into account: 

• It is important to be fair but challenging, critical but constructive. 

• The British Medical Journal provides useful examples of constructive ways of criticising the Trump 
administration. 

 
The possible actions to emanate from the NSTF Discussion Forum include: 

• A statement for the media and the public, which would also be shared with the diplomatic corps in 
South Africa representing foreign governments. 

• Feedback to South African government departments on the concerns of the science, engineering and 
technology community (e.g. to the NRF in relation to their engagement with the NSF). 

• Feedback to NSTF members suggesting a statement of solidarity to US research institutions and 
universities (the NSTF has 107 member organisations representing research organisations, 
universities, professional associations, government, business and civil societies). 

• Sourcing and distribution of reputable information to inform the discussion. NSTF member 
representatives were invited to forward articles and web links to the NSTF. 

• Feedback to government departments on the outcome of the discussion forum including the DST, 
DHET, DAFF and possibly also the departments of Home Affairs, Economic Development, and 
International Relations and Cooperation 

• Monitoring of future developments in the Trump administration and continuation of the dialogue.  
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Appendix 2: List of acronyms 
 
AIDS Acquired immune deficiency syndrome 
ANC African National Congress 
CEO Chief executive officer 
DAFF Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries 
DHET Department of Higher Education and Training 
DST Department of Science and Technology 
GISSA Geo-Information Society of South Africa 
HIV Human immunodeficiency virus 
ISIL Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant 
IT Information technology 
NGO Non-government organisation 
NRF National Research Foundation 
NSF National Science Foundation 
S&T Science and technology 
SA South Africa 
SAICE South African Institution of Civil Engineering 
TAC Treatment Action Campaign 
TUT Tshwane University of Technology 
UJ University of Johannesburg 
UK United Kingdom 
UN United Nations 
UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation 
USA/ US United States of America 
UV Ultraviolet 
Wits University of the Witwatersrand 
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Appendix 3: List of attendees 
 

Mr Christian Tefo Chamber of Mines South Africa 

Mr Julius Olubodun ORT South Africa 

Mr Ghaleeb Jeppie Department of Higher Education and Training  

Mr Leon Faurie Gauteng Department of Education  

Mr Yusuf Gabru  UNESCO 

Ms Humbulani Ratshivhombela UNESCO 

Mr Ndivhuwo Netshipise UNESCO 

Mr Mathala Mokwele Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (DAFF) 

Ms Azola Mhambi DAFF 

Ms Winfred Baloyi Department of Basic Education  

Prof George Claassen  Stellenbosch University  

Mr Armand Aime Eroko A Zintchem Tshwane University of Technology (TUT) 

Prof Sunday Ojo TUT 

Prof Nkopodi Nkopodi University of South Africa (UNISA) 

Dr Wynand van Staden UNISA 

Mr Michael Mokoena University of Johannesburg (UJ) 

Ms Lebohang Mokhomatha UJ 

Prof Nthabiseng Ogude University of Pretoria (UP) 

Prof Siphamandla Zondi  UP 

Miss Morakane Madiba University of the Witwatersrand (Wits) 

Prof Marissa Rollnick Wits 

Prof Himla Soodyall  Wits 

Ms Jansie Niehaus National Science and Technology Forum (NSTF) 

Prof Ali Dhansay NSTF 

Mr Mauricio Escanero Embassy of Mexico 

Mr Nik Kolzun Russian Embassy 

Mr Johan de Koker Chamber of Engineering Technology 

Mr Ivan Muzondo Geo-Information Society of South Africa  

Mr Igor Tonzetic Geological Society of South Africa 

Prof Kobus Eloff South African Academy for Science and Arts  

Mrs Marie Ashpole South African Institution of Civil Engineering  

Mrs Bridgette  Prince Human Sciences Research Council  

Miss Kammy Young Eskom Holdings 

Miss Nozuko  Hlwatika Academy of Science of South Africa (ASSAf) 

Ms Renate Venier ASSAf 

 


