
INTERVIEW

“Scientists will sit at the same table as heads of state”

In 2019, the UN will publish its  Global 
Sustainable Development Report 
(GSDR). Peter Messerli, a geographer and 
 professor of sustainability from Bern, is 
one of the 15 members of its independ-
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ent group of scientists, and has been 
 appointed its co-chair. 
The schedule is tight, and their goals are 
ambitious – but in compensation, these 
scientists have the opportunity to exert 
major influence in the world’s high-
est-ranking political body.

What is the purpose of the Global 
 Sustainable Development Report?

At the United Nations Conference on 
Sustainable Development in Rio in 2012, 
the member states of the UN decided to 
intensify knowledge exchange between 
politics and science. The coming Report is 
important for implementing and moni-
toring the development goals in the UN’s 
2030 Agenda. But there is no simple magic 
formula. We have to weigh up carefully the 
advantages and disadvantages, basing our 
decisions on facts and knowledge. Only in 
this manner can we make fair decisions.

What is your strategy for managing 
this Herculean task?

We want to divide up the Report into four 
large areas. The different chapters will first 
focus on analysing the interdependen-
cies of the sustainability goals in the 2030 
Agenda. Secondly, we will deal with the 
implementation process: What changes 

are at all possible, and how are we going to 
approach them? Thirdly, we have to keep 
our eyes open for new topics that have not 
yet been considered in the 2030 Agenda.

And fourthly?
We want to strengthen the voice of sci-
ence substantially. And we can achieve 
this. But we have to develop and imple-
ment the appropriate methods so that 
we can find solutions at the interface 
between research and politics. I see a 
great need for action here, both in politics 
and in science.

Is this yet another report that’s destined 
to disappear into desk drawers?

No, on the contrary. The voice of science 
will be represented at the table when the 
heads of state of all member countries 
meet at the UN General Assembly in 2019.
 

How did a Swiss citizen land this 
 position?

Switzerland is a hotspot for global change 
research. In our democratic system, we are 
already living out this exchange between 
politics, science and the people. This is also 
why science was represented in the Swiss 
delegation right from the very start.
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“Openness and 
reproducibility may be 
core to how science works, 
but they can be turned 
into ways of pursuing 
ideological attacks”. 
Brian Nosek from the Center of 
Open Science in The Atlantic.
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The budget cut announced by Brazil’s 
 Ministry of Science on 30 March 2017.

Unpaywall
The web-browser extension Unpaywall 
makes it easier to find legal open access 
to articles behind paywalls. A similar tool 
called OA Button is also available.

Science articles increasingly 
 difficult to read
Researchers at Karolinska Institutet, 
Stockholm, have been looking through 
707,452 abstracts published in 122 leading 
biomedical journals over the last century. 
More specifically they have been deter-
mining the Flesch and Dale-Chall reada-
bility indexes, which consider the length 
of both words and sentences and the use of 
obscure vocabulary. They found a decrease 
in clarity over time. This is due not only 
to the rise in specialisation but also to a 
recourse to general science jargon.  
doi.org/b5t4

Publication bias:  
meta-analysing  meta-analysis 
The Stanford epidemiologist John Ioan-
nidis has been looking at first publications 
compiled in 3,042 meta-analyses across all 
scientific domains. His aim is to under-
stand better the factors linked to publi-
cation bias (biased citations, influence of 
private funding, etc.). His results show it 
to be heterogeneous among domains and 
generally very low. The effects described in 
publications are most often exaggerated 
by small pilot studies written by isolated 
or inexperienced researchers and which 

soon become frequently cited. Studies pub-
lished outside of journals, however, tend 
to underestimate bias. Still unconfirmed 
at this stage is the influence of a number 
of factors, including financial incentives, 
researcher productivity and gender.  
doi.org/b5t6

European expansion slows scientific 
collaboration
A study by IMT Lucca, Italy, has revealed 
an apparent paradox. International collab-
oration has fallen in 10 Eastern European 
nations since they joined the EU in 2004. 
The proportion of articles co-written with 
foreign institutions has dropped sever-
al points to below 30 percent. In North 
America and the other EU nations it has 
continued to increase. The reason given is 
that top researchers are migrating from 
poor to rich countries. doi.org/b5t5
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Knowledge and politics




