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The practice of science diplomacy is not new. It has 
been exercised throughout the human history, when, for 
example, scientists of those days would send emissaries 
to deliver scientific documents to their peers, quite often 
in distant places or countries. By doing so, scientists of 
different countries were approaching their regions or 
countries together, through the friendly exchange of 
knowledge.

However, the term science diplomacy was developed in 
the aftermath of the Cold War, when the need to foster 
better quality cooperation and partnerships among 
nations was being promoted. The end of the Cold 
War made available important human, financial and 
technological resources, that had been employed for 
that East-West confrontation, to other emerging global 
challenges. With a particular emphasis on poverty in 
Africa, science was to play a major role in the post Berlin 
Wall world.  

In 2000, through the UN Millennium Declaration, world 
leaders committed themselves to “meeting the special 
needs of Africa”, and the concrete targets were contained 
in the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). It is true 
not all targets of the MDGs were fully reached, but the 
progress made in fighting poverty, particularly in Africa, 
led to the adoption of the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), in 2015. For the attainment of these 
encouraging results science and technology played a 
significant role.

As the term science diplomacy is relatively new, there 
is still no agreed definition. However, the common 
understanding is that it implies “the interface of the 
scientific, technological and innovation system on one 
hand and international relations and diplomacy, on the 
other”. 

The exponential development of science and the 
growing complexity of international relations, has led 
scientists to self-organise in professional societies and 
unions, including science academies, across national 
borders. It is in such organisations that the interaction 
between science and diplomacy takes place. 

Like science diplomacy, the term diplomacy can also 
be defined in several ways, but its most common 
understanding is that of a method or a set of methods 
of influencing the decisions and behaviour of foreign 
governments, international organisations and peoples 
through dialogue, negotiation and other measures, but 
excluding war or violence. In other words, diplomacy is 
the use of dialogue, negotiations and representations in 
international relations. 

However, even the promotion of good, harmonious 
and friendly relations between countries, without 
any negotiations involved, falls under the practice of 
diplomacy, which is governed by the Vienna Convention 
on Diplomatic Relations, a 1961 treaty establishing 
the set of rules and norms to be followed in relations 
between countries or with international organisations.  

In today’s world, diplomacy is not only exercised by 
professional diplomats, but also by all those who, in a 
way or the other, are involved in relations with other 
countries, foreign or international organisations. 
Therefore, there are several levels and categories of 
diplomatic activity, ranging from the simple projection 
of a good image of a country to complex and time-
consuming negotiations of international agreements or 
treaties. In this constellation of diplomatic activity, one 
of the major and common challenges scientists are faced 
with is how to convince both national and international 
decision makers, to accept and translate in policies the 
recommendations emanating from their research. In 
other words, how to influence their decision-making. 

Scientists come together in a number of international 
organisations to discuss issues of common or world 
interest, in addition to present the products of their 
research, aimed at influencing decisions of international 
and regional organisations and national governments. 

The main international fora for scientific exchange 
include the InterAcademy Partnership (ICP), with a 
membership of over 140 academies of science and 
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medicine; the International Science Council (ISC), 
which has the mandate to convene the Scientific and 
Technological Community Major Group (STC MG), a 
forum invited to bring in its scientific contributions 
to many United Nations deliberations, such as the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Other 
international organisations include the Global Young 
Academy, and the World Academy of Sciences. In the 
African continent, scientific societies include the African 
Academy of Sciences, the Network of African Science 
Academies and the Sub-Saharan African Regional 
Partners. 

Exchange between scientists however is not enough 
to increase the impact of their findings and research 
on political decision makers. A bridge needs to be 
established between the scientific community and 
political leaders and diplomats. To this effect the United 
Nations and the Organization for Economic Cooperation 
and Development have assisted national governments 
to establish their research and development systems and 
institutions, adopt a common language about science 
and technology policy, including forms of research, 
research areas, division of professional sectors, research 
and innovation indicators, among other relevant 
matters. 

In addition to the international scientific organisations, 
the global science system comprises a rich network of 
actors, including national government and research 
councils, involved in funding research and innovation, 
academic institutions, private companies, SMEs, NGOs, 
foundations, among other players.

Due to the impact of globalisation in science, technology 
and innovation, today there is an increased exchange of 
knowledge, resources and talent, as well. This has led 
to the emergence of new scientific powers, like China, 
Brazil, India, and others, as well as the emergence of 
scientific nations in the Middle East, South-East Asia and 
North Africa, thus developing an increasingly multipolar 
scientific world. A growing number of countries do 
have a better understanding of the value of science, 
technology and digitisation as soft power tools, relevant 
in building a good image and influence of their countries, 
in addition to the role of these fields of human activity in 
the overall national development. 

Today, individual scientists move more easily between 
national borders, seeking to work with the best of their 
peers and to gain access to complementary resources, 
equipment and knowledge. It is true that talent 
circulation may lead to brain drain, but it is equally true 
that good polices can encourage these scientists to keep 
engaged with their national systems, with benefits in 
terms of knowledge exchange and new opportunities 
for institutional development. This would be a win-win 
situation. 

Some countries are making visible progress towards 
becoming scientific nations, but Sub-Saharan Africa 
is still lagging behind. However, the European and 
Developing Countries Clinical Trials Partnership 
(EDCTP) has been playing a major role in the process 

of transformation of the African nations into relevant 
scientific players, through the training of its scientists, 
equipment of laboratories, development of ethics 
committees and the establishment of the appropriate 
regulatory framework. 

Furthermore, by encouraging the African governments 
to invest more in science, technology and innovation, 
the EDCTP and other like-minded partners, such as The 
Africa Centres for Disease Control and Prevention, the 
African Union Development Agency-New Partnership 
for Africa’s Development, WHO/Afro and others, we can 
see progress in the making. 

In Asia, India and China are in the forefront in putting 
in place a growing number of programs with African 
countries in the area of science, technology and 
innovation, through the concession of scholarships, 
exchange programs for scientists, collaborative research 
projects between universities, and other initiatives, 
following political commitments made in summit 
meetings which regularly take place between Africa and 
these two countries. 

The cooperation between Africa and the Gulf states is 
challenged to follow this path, by expanding beyond the 
traditional areas of economy, security and humanitarian 
assistance, to include science and technology. The 
Covid-19 pandemic led to enhanced cooperation among 
all countries in the planet. Gulf countries participated 
in the funding of Covax, an international platform to 
accelerate the development, production and ensure 
equitable access to Covid-19 tests, treatments and 
vaccines. 

Within the Covax platform a lot of science diplomacy 
took place, to ensure the agreed equity in the access to 
the supplies was respected. GCC countries could take 
the created momentum to push forward their scientific 
cooperation with Africa, with the participation of third 
parties where needed.

All in all, Africa has to develop its science diplomacy 
to address various challenges. To be better prepared, 
mobilise the much-needed resources to increase its 
capabilities, successfully confront its socio- economic 
development challenges (such as diseases and food 
insecurity), and build more resilient infrastructure in 
times of more destructive and frequent natural disasters, 
science diplomacy is a must.

These threats to national development of the African 
countries cannot be successfully addressed without 
the use of new and advanced tools that only science, 
technology and innovation can create. To reach this goal 
a more robust and innovative African science diplomacy 
is needed. Also, African countries need to negotiate 
better deals in international settings and attract more 
resources to the continent, including the training of 
African scientists, especially female scientists. GCC 
countries could enhance their partnership with Africa 
to ensure this goal is reached, with net mutual benefits. 
One example could be food security, taking advantage 
of the vast fertile soils and water Africa is endowed with.


