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Minutes 
 

JRC/Euro – CASE Round Table 
 “The dialogue between science, technology and society around two cases: 

energy and climate change“ 
 

19 September 2013, Brussels 
 

The European Commission's Joint Research Centre in cooperation and the European 
Council of Academies of Applied Sciences, Technologies and Engineering (Euro-CASE) 
organised a round table on the theme: "The dialogue between science, technology and 
society around two cases: energy and climate change" on the 19th September 2013. 

This round table was co-chaired by Dominique Ristori, Director-General of the European 
Commission's Joint Research Centre and Jacques Lukasik, Secretary General of Euro-CASE, 
member of the National Academy of Technologies of France, NATF. 

 Mrs Maria da Graca Carvalho and Mrs Edit Herczog, Members of the European Parliament 
introduced and concluded the round table. 

Participants were mainly representatives from the 21 members of Euro-CASE, officials of the 
European Commission's Directorates-General and other European Institutions and members 
of the European Forum for Science and Industry.  

Objectives of the round table 

The world is experiencing an unprecedented series of scientific and technological 
developments. These very rapid changes have a significant impact on the lives of individuals 
and on the organisation of society. They have also changed the public's perception of 
science, innovation and technology in society. 

The impact of science and technology has become increasingly important in many aspects of 
our societies. The organisation of a strong dialogue between scientists, engineers, 
entrepreneurs, civil society and policy makers becomes more and more necessary to 
address major societal challenges of our time. 

The aims of the round table were twofold:  

• to identify how our societies perceive important technological changes 

• and to analyse the various key factors which are necessary to facilitate a better 
interaction between science, technology and  society on two important subjects 
concerning the key societal challenges of our time such as energy and climate change.  
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A better understanding of these interactions is indispensable to facilitate a more balanced 
public debate and the link with the policy making. 

Opening session 

Dominique Ristori opened the round table by underlining that societal challenges such as 
energy and climate change are perceived differently not only by social groups but also 
across states and cultures. This determines to a large extent in what manner scientific 
information and public communication have to be organised.  

Therefore, we need to acquire a better understanding of how participation of different 
societal stakeholder groups and new ways of communication influence the perception of 
science by public opinion to facilitate required evolution: reinforcing the confidence of 
society in science is important. 

The objective of the JRC/Euro-CASE round table is also to understand how to facilitate a 
better interaction between science, society and policy making. 

Jacques Lukasik declared that this round table is one of the first tangible results of the JRC - 
Euro-CASE Memorandum of Understanding signed in Paris on the 12th November 2012.  

Jacques Lukasik underlined that the role and place of technology and innovation in our 
society has never been more important but the use of scientific knowledge or of an 
innovative technology is legitimately dependent on their social acceptance which can be 
reached through debates and discussions in which participants are ready to listen to and to 
respect adverse arguments. 

Maria Carvalho pointed out the necessity to improve the interaction between scientists and 
the public and to develop governance mechanisms for better informing the public, taking 
into account societal needs and ethical problems. Research should be sensitive to social 
needs. 

Session I: What are the main elements of the debate? 

During the session I moderated by Jean-Pascal Van Ypersele, Professor of Climatology at the 
Université Catholique de Louvain (UCL), Member of the Royal Belgian Academy, the 
following points were highlighted: 

Clarification of the issues 

Dominique Vignon, Director General, NucAdvisor, member of NATF  

• The challenges in the energy sector are not European challenges but global 
challenges. 
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• Worldwide, nuclear energy will still developed. But, this sector has a specific "Farmer 
curve" with very high potential consequences and with a very low frequency. 

Climate change 

Jean-Pascal Van Ypersele, Professor of Climatology at the Université Catholique de 
Louvain (UCL) 

• Warming has not "stopped": Global (land and ocean) mean surface temperature 
increase. There is no doubt that CO² concentration is due to human activities as the 
carbon circle is perturbed by human activities.  

• Oceans are acidifying fast: the current rate of ocean acidification has not been 
experienced during 60 million years. 

• Public perception on climate change is linked to many factors such as cultural 
heritage, education and environmental consciousness. 

• The future of climate cannot be projected. To predict climate, we should be able to 
predict emissions. All production sectors and all regions of the world still have a huge 
potential to decrease their emissions by 2030. But the more we wait, the more 
difficult it will be. 

• IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change) is a useful platform which was 
established in 1988 to provide policy-makers with an objective source of information 
about: 

 Causes of climate change, 

 Potential environmental and socio-economic impacts, 

 Possible response options. 

Commission's presentation on the key challenges concerning energy and climate change 

Andrea Strachinescu, Head of Unit, New Energy Technologies, innovation and clean coal, 
Directorate-General for Energy, European Commission 

• The European Union energy policy has three objectives: security of supply, 
competitiveness and sustainability. Increasing imports in Europe should lead to 
increase in domestic supply. Diversification of supply should lead to using more 
indigenous resources.  

• Global CO2 emissions at record high in 2012 (cf latest IEA special report July 2013). 
EU as a whole on track for reaching – 20 % CO2 emissions by 2020 – BUT first signs of 
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increasing CO2 emissions in several EU MS (DE, UK, FR due to increased coal 
consumptions, will make it more difficult to remain on path post 2020. 

• Climate change is slipping down the policy agenda, even as the scientific evidence 
continues to accumulate. 

• Decarbonisation by the mid of the century requires transition from old energy 
system to a modern and flexible grid that can accommodate intermittent and small 
scale capacity and also allow responsiveness.  

• In addition to this, the EU’s current energy infrastructure is anyhow in need of 
modernisation due to its age. A large share of the installed capacity in the EU is 40 
years old or older. 

• Energy challenges and priorities effects have consequences with particularly a 
societal impact: energy production, storage and distribution on impacting wellbeing 
and quality of life of citizens; e.g. RES systems and employment, decentralized 
system could increase consumer choice, changes in supply chain have an impact on 
international relations. 

What are the main elements of the debate? 

Factors of impact on public perception: cultural heritage, education and environmental 
consciousness 

Lucia Reisch, Professor, Copenhaguen Business School, member of Acatech 

• Public attitudes towards energy depend on sources. There are high hopes in 
renewables while nuclear is not popular. Public opinions on energy policy options 
are linked to CO2 emissions.  

Technology Perception and Cultural Factors of impact on public perception are linked with: 

 Predispositions and values – such as religious conviction have a significant effect 
on perception. 

 Basic convictions and values are remarkably stable; they act as mental frames 
and perceptual filters, through which new information – and scientific content – 
must flow. 

 Political and ideological positions are significantly correlated with the evaluation 
of risks and benefits of technologies. 

 Gender factor: women are on average more sceptical and feel less well informed. 
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 Traditional high esteem of nature (vs. civilization) leads to techno-critical 
positions (also in countries with clear interest in technology). 

Technology Perception and Education: 

• Education levels do influence 

 problem awareness (e.g. climate change) 

 media selection 

 depth of information search 

 willingness to and level of debate (positional vs. discursive) 

• Risk perception differs significantly between experts and lay persons; yet, difference 
is blurring (informed lay persons“). 

• More information does not produce broader levels of agreement, but rather leads to 
greater polarisation of attitudes. 

• Knowledge plays a marginal role in shaping opinions and attitudes towards 
technologies. 

• Heuristics and biases are (pretty much) independent of education. 

Main recommendations: 

• Abandon the knowledge-deficit model, and communicate based on an empirical 
view of the citizen (not the ideal). 

• Problem-oriented communication rather than technology oriented. 

• Give due consideration and respect to positions and attitudes of actors outside 
science (dialogue, not technology marketing“). 

• Communicate "pluralistic advocacy", disseminate balanced information on 
controversial topics. 

• Increase public visibility of (credible) experts. 

Evolution of the perception of technological innovation: is there a loss of trust in society? 
Results of a survey by IPSOS Institute 

Yves Farge, President of the NATF Commission “Society and Technologies” 

Yves Farge presented the main results of a French survey by the IPSOS Institute on evolution 
of the perception of technological innovation: is there a loss of trust in society?  
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• Confidence in Science and Technology is declining in the last years. Distrust comes 
from confusion between science and technology and the general feeling is due to 
discrepancy with media. 

• Science is knowledge but citizens confuse it with technology. 

Feeling of populations between advantages and disadvantages of technology 

Thierry de Smedt, Professor, Université Catholique de Louvain, Department of 
Communication 

• There are three models of feeling of populations between advantages and 
disadvantages of technology: 

i) over confidence (declining); 

ii) dramatic pessimism (increasing); 

iii) the desire to understand, choose and act. 

They fluctuate in complex dynamics among individuals and groups. 

• The social appropriation of climate change and energy issues involves a complex 
arrangement of actors: experts from different disciplines, stakeholders and people 
without special qualifications. 

Place of media and new societal networks on public debate 

Fiona Fox, Chief Executive of the Science Media Centre, UK 

Science Media Centre was set up in 2002 after things went wrong in terms of science 
communication and public opinion, (BSE, vaccine, GMO …) 

The mission of the Science Media Centre concerns: 

 Policy decisions and public debate informed by accurate, evidence-based 
scientific information in the news media. 

 To make it easier for journalists to access the best science when stories hit the 
headlines and to ensure that more scientists engage with the media when stories 
hit the headlines. 

 Reliable, fast, accurate, authoritative,  

 independent, media savvy 
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The strategies of the Science Media Centre are: 

 Rapid Reactions - responding to breaking stories 

 Round-ups - putting research into context 

 Media Briefings - scientists set the agenda 

In the context of the climate debate, five top tips have to be considered: 

 Every threat is also an opportunity, 

 Never leave a vacuum, 

 Scientists are entitled to stick to science, 

 Scientists must be more open about the uncertainties, 

 The best science will win out and we may even get better media coverage than 
before. 

Conclusion of session I by moderator 

Jean-Pascal Van Ypersele concluded the session I pointing out the necessity to develop 
more facts and figures on science and technology and to work with a more interdisciplinary 
approach. The citizens need more education and information.  

The polarisation of the debates is not necessarily a threat but it could be also an opportunity 
to attract more attention. 

At least, it is not only the analysis which is important but also the needs to turn it into right 
solutions. 

 

Session II: How to promote a more efficient dialogue between science, innovation, 
technology and society? 

General introduction: Identification of the perspectives 

John Loughead, Executive Director of the UK Energy Research Centre, member of the 
Royal Academy of Engineering (RAEng) introduced session II saying that:  

• According to a recent study, the UK public thinks that deciders don't really take any 
notice of its opinion. 

• The conclusion was that there were poor quality attempts of public engagement on 
climate change science and technology. The public barely knows anything about the 
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latest technologies to fight against climate changes, (e.g. carbon capture storage … 
etc). Another conclusion was that the public would resist change until the changes 
are part of a consistent framework which takes their needs into account. 

Explaining choices and decisions in terms of impact: economic development, environment, 
public health 

Don Moore, President-Elect of the Irish Academy of Engineering (IAE) 

• The European Union assumes a "global leadership role" in international climate 
policy with a commitment to binding emission targets. But, the EU policy on carbon 
has led to increased energy prices as well as carbon leakage as production is diverted 
to countries with cheaper energy prices. 

• The US has chosen a different approach and has rejected binding emission targets, 
possibly due to certain scepticism about climate change. The US has embraced 
technology as a solution, which has unlocked vast amounts of shale gas.  

• Climate change is a global problem. Solutions can only involve a reduction of 
consumption. In the future, the key areas for innovation which Europe should focus 
on are: renewables, storage, batteries, smart grids, nuclear, energy efficiency. 

The role of policy makers in conjunction with technological innovation and societal 
challenges 

Jean-Michel Charpin, Inspecteur Général des Finances, Member of the French Academy of 
Technology, former President of the French Economic Association 

• Technological progress is currently very rapid, but at the same time productivity 
seems to be slowing down: this is so-called "productivity paradox". 

• Society often fails to accept new technologies: sometimes they adapt too slowly or 
sometimes they impose so many constraints on the implementation of innovation 
that it considerably reduces its productivity. 

• Decisions by policy makers are often taken too rapidly without making a 
comprehensive scientific assessment of the issues at stake and also sometimes 
ceding to the pressure of lobbies influencing the public opinion (e.g. decision on 
shale gas in France).  

• The public opinion is often reluctant towards innovation (e.g. GMOs), but it is the 
politician's responsibility to make extra efforts and to take extra time to convince the 
public. 
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Responsible research and social innovation: a horizon 2020 perspective 

Kurt Vandenberghe, Director DG Research and Innovation, Directorate Environment, 
European Commission 

• There is a broad agreement in Europe that our future lies in a low carbon society. It 
seems that Europe is more risk-adverse than other parts of the world. But, recent 
Eurobarometer surveys show that the public opinion still appreciate the 
opportunities offered by science and innovation. 

• The problem lies in the fact that innovation is often miscommunicated (e.g. GMOs). 
Speculating on the intentions of scientists is often at the source of problems, as well 
as questioning of the public on the consequences and impact of the innovation. 

• Attitudes are linked to many different factors which are not clear (e.g. different 
reactions towards shale gas and mobile phones.) What matter most to improve the 
situation is trust through dialogue. 

• Betting on good marketing is not enough but early and continuous engagement of 
society in science is a key element. This has to be done in a way that does not 
hamper the freedom of scientist. 

•  These concerns have been taken into account in Horizon 2020. There will be a clear 
distinction between the science driven agenda (led by scientists) and the society 
driven agenda (aiming to address public concerns and expectations). Social 
innovation will also be covered and social sciences and humanities will be better 
integrated in Horizon 2020. 

The consequences of the different timings between science, technological innovation and 
policy making 

Didier Schmitt, Member of Bureau of European Advisers - BEPA – European Commission 

• Mostly, citizens trust not science but scientists. They trust technology less and 
politicians and media even less. The question is how to address this trust issue. 

• One solution is to turn the process around. There needs to be a trialogue of science-
policy-society to discuss science and innovation right from the beginning. 

Which conditions and tools are necessary to favour debates? Is it possible? 

Johannes Meier, Chief Executive Officer, European Climate Foundation 

• There are needs for clarity and excitement as well as trust in the debates related to 
innovation; otherwise there are risks to a polarisation of debates. In order to build 
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trust, there should be a regulatory of interactions of concerned stakeholders, 
meaning that talk-shops and conference should have a good follow-up. 

• At the European Union level, the research and consultations processes are often too 
slow: there is often a tender and a study that will take too long as by the time the 
study is released, the science already have lost relevance. 

• The dialogue should involve many stakeholders, e.g. the Agora "Energiewende" in 
Germany which have two goals: 

 Prepare ground to ensure that policymakers take decisions needed to set the 
course toward full decarbonisation  

 Enhance understanding of the Energiewende and help stakeholders views to 
converge, thereby minimising space for vested interests 

•  At the European level, it is however quite difficult to achieve. There are also huge 
vested interest in the debates (e.g. with fossil fuels producers financing scientific 
studies denying that climate change is man-made).  

John Loughead concluded session II insisting that the cost of changes has not to be 
underestimated. Multidisciplinary and integrated approaches are necessary to promote a 
more efficient dialogue between science, technology and society.  

 

Conclusions of the round table 

Edit Herczog, MEP, informed the participants on the budgetary discussions concerning the 
budget for Horizon 2020. She pointed out that science has weak relays in the political 
parties.  

One of the main problems in the energy sector for renewables is that around 70% of the 
market is in Europe while 80% of the infrastructure productions are in Asia. Therefore, the 
scientific and political promises are not met. 

We have also to consider that technological breakthroughs need time. 

Professor Igor Emri, Former President, Engineering Academy of Slovenia, Chairman of the 
Committee "Engineering and Technology Sciences" of Science Europe underlined the link 
between science and business as well as the importance of technological transfers.  

During the concluding session, Dominique Ristori said that he was pleased to see the 
current development cooperation between the JRC and the science and technology 
community, like Euro-CASE. 
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The work of the scientists has to be directly profitable for society. Therefore scientist should 
be more open for the understanding of societal and political changes of the world we live in. 
Scientists have to be convinced to participate in societal debate and media because science 
perception must not be addressed in isolation. 

Consequently, it is essential to define a new organisation and to plan a structured dialogue 
between science, technology and society well in advance before the beginning of the public 
debate and policy decisions. It is also necessary to adapt scientific explanations to the 
different sectors, social groups and new ways of communication. 

It is necessary to integrate more social science into science policy making to improve its 
quality. Social sciences such as sociology, history, cultural diversities have to be taken into 
account in relations with scientific disciplines to favour a better interaction between 
science, technology and society. It is necessary to have a better understanding concerning 
different forces that drive public opinion. 


