


Decision-makers are under pressure from many sides: facts 

are uncertain, values in question, stakes are high and deci-

sions must be urgent. These imperatives drive the requests 

for high-quality advice that can be used in decision-making. 

Which	format	of	advice	is	usable?	How	rapid/operational	

must	it	be?	How	do	we	distinguish	between	lobbying	and	

advice?	Who	has	the	final	responsibility?
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Robert-Jan	Smits	was	the	director-general	of	Research	and	Innovation	(RTD)	at	
the	European	Commission	from	2010	to	2018,	responsible	for	defining	and	imple-
menting	the	EU	policy	and	programmes	in	the	field	of	research	and	innovation.	
He	has	degrees	from	Utrecht	University	in	the	Netherlands,	Institut	Universitaire	
d’Hautes	Etudes	Internationales	in	Switzerland	and	Fletcher	School	of	Law	and	
Diplomacy	in	the	United	States	of	America.	Based	at	the	European	Political	
Strategy	Centre	(EPSC)	of	the	European	Commission,	Robert-Jan	Smits	has	the	
mandate to propose concrete policy recommendations to ensure that by 2020 all 
publicly	funded	scientific	publications	are	available	in	Open	Access.

Where does Europe sit in the world in terms of science and innovation?

“Our continent, with 7% of the world population, still produces one third of 
the	world’s	knowledge.	I	find	this	really	amazing.	But	if	you	look	at	what’s	
going on in the Far East, we cannot afford being complacent. During the last 
decade, China has increased its spending on research by 22% per year, and 
last year China even surpassed Europe in terms of investment in science and 
innovation.	/…/	China	wants	to	build	a	knowledge	economy	and	be	the	world	
leader	in	all	new	technologies,	whether	that	is	artificial	intelligence,	auto-
mated driving, in aeronautics or in plant-breeding technology. That could be 
really at the detriment of Europe if we’re not careful.” (Open access to scien-
tific publications must become a reality by 2020; Interview by Joanna Roberts; 
HORIZON The EU Research & Innovation Magazine; 23 March 2018)

Open Access Envoy, European  
Commission
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Marju	Lauristin	is	a	professor	of	social	communication.	Her	main	research	
areas are post-communist transformation and the emerging digital society in 
Europe. Professor Lauristin has also been active in Estonian and European 
politics. She has been a member of the Parliament of Estonia and minister of 
social affairs. In 2014–2017 she was a member of the European Parliament 
where she was appointed a rapporteur on e-privacy regulation. 

Academic versus political interest?

In my presentation I use my experience as a researcher and also as a legisla-
tor. I shall focus on the concepts of academic interest versus political inter-
est and on different cognitive perspectives in the communication between 
academics	and	politicians,	creating	conflict	in	their	understanding	of	the	role	
of	scientific	expertise.

Institute of Social Studies,  
University of Tartu
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Prof	Ülle	Madise	has	served	as	the	Chancellor	of	Justice	of	Estonia	since	
2015.	During	her	two	decades	in	public	service	she	has	held	the	positions	
of	the	head	of	a	department	at	the	Ministry	of	Justice	(1998–2002),	head	of	
the	secretariat	at	the	parliamentary	constitutional	committee	(2002–2005),	
director	of	audit	at	National	Audit	Office	(2005–2008)	and	legal	adviser	
to	the	President	of	the	Republic	of	Estonia	(2009–2015).	Ülle	Madise	also	
works as a professor of constitutional law at the University of Tartu (since 
2011) and has been the editor-in-chief of the Commentary to the Constitution 
of the Republic of Estonia (2012, 2017). 

The age of innocence: A public call for scientists and politicians to 
become communicators and educators

Time has come for scientists and political elite to stop lecturing from their 
intellectual ivory towers, their labs and party headquarters and start commu-
nicating with general public. The result is neither pseudoscience nor popu-
lism, although there is and will be no shortage of charlatans and populists. 
In order to defend the facts, logic and clear reasoning, it is necessary to stick 
to clear message, to the language which the general public shares and under-
stands. For every scientist and politician who declares the issue or problem 
to be “too complex”, there will always be several populists who have simple 
solutions to all our ills and troubles.

Chancellor of Justice
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Alar	Karis	has	worked	at	several	universities	in	Germany,	the	United	
Kingdom and the Netherlands. As a scientist his focus has been on molecu-
lar genetics and developmental biology. In 1999 Alar Karis became a pro-
fessor at the University of Tartu. As the rector of the Estonian University 
of Life Sciences (2003–2007) and rector of the University of Tartu (2007–
2012),	he	carried	out	several	reforms	in	order	to	internationalize	higher	
education	in	Estonia	and	broaden	the	horizons	of	both	teaching	and	learning.	
Until	his	appointment	as	Auditor	General	of	the	Republic	of	Estonia	(2013–
2018) he was the president of the Estonian Rectors Conference. Since 2018, 
Alar Karis is the director of the Estonian National Museum.

The coming of the caravan of fools. Keep barking?

Science is a way of thinking that provides us with facts. What we do with 
those	facts	is	deeply	political.	Yet,	scientific	evidence	is	often	willfully	disre-
garded by policy-makers worldwide. Politicians consequently tend to resort 
to shortcuts, relying on just one piece of research, a single expert’s advice, 
or using a survey where much of the data is wrong or irrelevant, although 
seeming convincing. Are we to see a shift in the way that politicians use or 
misuse	scientific	expertise?	Are	scientists	running	with	the	caravan	of	fools	
or,	alternatively,	can	a	scientist	with	an	informed	perspective	of	the	scientific	
knowledge	contribute	to	enhanced	understanding	in	the	wider	community?

Director, Estonian National Museum
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Institute of Biotechnology, HiLIFE, 
University of Helsinki

Mart Saarma is a professor of biotechnology and the head of the laboratory 
at	the	Institute	of	Biotechnology,	HiLIFE	at	the	University	of	Helsinki.	He	
was	the	vice	president	of	the	European	Research	Council	in	2015–2016	
and	a	member	of	the	European	Molecular	Biology	Organisation	(EMBO)	
Council	in	2011–2016.	He	is	a	member	of	several	academies,	including	
the	Estonian	Academy	of	Sciences	and	Academia	Europea.	His	group	has	
charac	terised	several	new	glial	cell-derived	neurotrophic	factor	(GDNF)	
family receptors, discovered a new neurotrophic factor CDNF that currently 
is in Phase I-II clinical trials on Parkinson’s disease patients.

Food for thought

How	to	assess	the	quality	of	scientifi	c	research?	How	to	communicate	scien-
tifi	c	achievements	to	wide	audience?	What	instruments	are	needed	to	advise	
governments	and	funding	agencies?	Why	have	scientists	failed	in	communi-
cating	results	about	GMO	plants,	gene	editing	and	stem	cells?
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Siim Kallas is an Estonian politician, who most recently served as the 
European	Commissioner	for	Transport	between	2010	and	2014.	Before	that	
he was the European Commissioner for Administrative Affairs, Audit and 
Anti-Fraud between 2004 and 2009. Siim Kallas has been the prime minister 
of	Estonia,	minister	of	finance,	minister	of	foreign	affairs,	a	member	of	the	
Supreme Council of the Soviet Union and member of the Riigikogu.  
In October 2017, he started as the municipal mayor of Viimsi. 

Food for thought: Politics and science - how to construct a bridge over 
troubled water?

“What	the	government	needs	is,	above	all,	reliable	scientific	analysis	about	
the processes taking place in the society, in order to make competent deci-
sions and avoid the insensible ones that clearly contradict the spontaneous 
processes	the	society	is	undergoing.	It	is	also	important	for	finding	ade-
quate	and	efficient	means	for	influencing	the	processes.”	(2002; cited from 
materials of the conference “How science protects Estonia” 10 Oct 2018 at 
the Riigikogu)

M
R 

SI
IM

 K
A

LL
A

S Vice President, European  
Commission 2004–2014

Photo	by	RudolfSimon,	CC	BY-SA	3.0,	
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.

php?curid=29205777



45

German Ambassador to Estonia
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HE	Mr	Christoph	Eichhorn	began	his	career	as	a	freelance	radio	journalist	
in	the	joint	organisation	of	Germany’s	regional	public-service	broadcasters	
ARD.	He	has	served	as	a	diplomat	in	Washington	DC	and	Moscow	and	as	
a	counsellor	for	European	Union	in	Brussels.	He	has	also	worked	as	the	
office	director	for	USA	and	Canada	in	the	German	Foreign	Office	at	Berlin	
and has been a member of the Disarmament and Arms Control Committee. 
He	studied	history,	political	science	and	law	at	the	universities	of	Bonn,	
Berlin,	London	and	Brussels.	Christoph	Eichhorn	holds	degrees	of	Master	
of Science from the London School of Economics and Master of Laws from 
the	University	of	Brussels.

Food for thought

In modern, open, liberal, democratic societies, self-referential information 
bubbles must be broken up. Reasoned, fact-based dialogue and advice 
are	essential.	Politicians	and	government	institutions	can	only	profit	from	
constant, intensive and open exchange with academia and think-tanks.  
The	same	is	true	for	scholars	and	researchers.	Their	findings	and	schools	of	
thought achieve extra value if they avoid the ivory tower phenomenon and 
advance society at large. This requires an open mind and active engagement 
of	everybody	involved	alongside	with	the	financial	resources.
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Hanno	Tomberg	is	a	former	business	journalist	and	has	been	working	at	
different media organisations ranging from public broadcasting to commer-
cial	TV	stations.	He	has	also	been	the	head	of	content	at	the	Baltic	countries’	
biggest media house Eesti Meedia.	Hanno	Tomberg	is	currently	employed	as	
the member of the board at Foundation Archimedes, which is responsible for 
implementing Erasmus+ and other structural funds programmes in higher 
education. One of the grants provided by Archimedes helps businesses do 
applied research in cooperation with Estonian universities.

Food for thought

How	to	get	your	message	through	is	one	of	the	most	difficult	tasks	faced	 
by modern media. There is an abundance of media outlets and numerous 
social media sites, but how to preserve trustworthiness in the age of com-
mercially supported news and fake stories is the question lots of researchers 
have to tackle. Latest developments in Europe, where the European Com-
mission tries to constrain the publications where the research results can be 
published, does not make the task easier. The question is also what to do 
with	the	research	in	IT	and	artificial	intelligence,	which	does	not	overstep	
the borders of established basic research journals. The next couple of years 
will	definitely	broaden	the	number	of	outlets	where	science	articles	will	
be published.

Member of the Board, Foundation 
Archimedes
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Strategy Director, Government 
Office of Estonia
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Henry	Kattago	runs	the	work	of	the	Strategy	Unit,	which	supports	the	plan-
ning	of	work	of	the	Government	and	coordinates	the	preparation	and	imple-
mentation of the Government’s	action	plan, as well as strategic development 
plans.	He	advises	and	supports	the	prime	minister	in	directing	the	work	
of the Research and Development Council	since	2011	and	Government`s	
Economic	Development	Committee	since	2017.	He	has	been	a	long-term	
member of the Estonian research and development Policy Committee, the 
head of the Enterprise Division in the Ministry of Economic Affairs and 
Communications, Estonian delegate in the European Union Task Force on 
Investments as well as a member in several committees in the OECD and 
European Union institutions. 

Food for thought

The quality of government decisions could always be better. The question 
is	how	to	make	knowledge-based	decisions	within	a	limited	time	frame?	
Life becomes faster every day and a lot of data lies around us. We need to 
learn	how	to	benefit	from	the	new	technology-based	tools	and	make	better	
use of the data in decision-making processes. Science should play a role in 
interpretation of the data and try to be more responsive to the needs of the 
decision-making hurry.



The Estonian Academy of Sciences is celebrating its 80th anniversary in  
the same year (2018) the Republic of Estonia turns 100. With people, birth-
days	are	generally	easy	to	define,	but	ages	not	necessarily	so.	For	a	state	or	
an institution, determination of the birthday can be a complicated issue.

The need for an academy was debated in Estonia from the time indepen-
dence was won in 1918. Action only followed twenty years later. It took 
nearly nine months to move from the decision to the actual creation of the 
Academy.	The	process	started	on	Friday,	28	January	1938,	when	President- 
Regent Konstantin Päts, referring to “urgent national need”, signed Decision 
no.	35	of	the	Estonian	Academy	of	Sciences	Act.	The	law	entered	into	force	
upon its publication in the Riigi Teataja	(State	Gazette)	the	following	week,	
on	2	February	1938.	That	made	31	January	2018	an	excellent	date	to	com-
memorate the Academy’s founding with a festive meeting in the conference 
hall of the Riigikogu (Parliament of Estonia).

The original members of the Estonian Academy of Sciences were nomi-
nated, following a proposal by the Minister of Education, by the decision of 
the President-Regent two and a half months later, on 13 April. On 20 April 
1938,	the	very	first	general	assembly	took	place	at	the	Council	Hall	of	the	
University of Tartu. The Academy held a celebratory general assembly meet-
ing and a conference on 20 April 2018 at the Estonian National Museum.

The essential tasks of the Academy are still the same: “fostering science in gene-
ral and as it pertains to Estonia in particular, driven by questions arising from 
real-life needs”. Importantly, the task of advising the state has been added.

The actual work commenced with a general meeting in Tallinn, at the premi-
ses of the Estonian Chamber of Commerce and Industry on 22 October 
1938, with the President Regent attending. We commemorate this date with 
an international conference, “Advisory role of academies in the informa-
tion-rich society”, on 22–23 October 2018. C
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