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OPEN ACCESS
Keynote speaker issues plea
to make research accessible

“D

on’t lock up your
research,” urg ed
open-access publishing advocate Erin McKiernan in
a keynote Open Access Week lecture sponsored by the University
Library System (ULS).
Being successful and being
open don’t have to conflict.
Open-access publishing doesn’t
hurt, and “in some cases it can
help you raise your profile, raise
your visibility and get your work
out there,” she said.
“From a very young age we
encourage our children to share,
but when students enter academia
we do everything we can to discourage it,” said McKiernan in
her Oct. 22 talk, “Culture Change
in Academia: Making Sharing the
New Norm” at the University
Club.
Young researchers are taught
to compete rather than collaborate, to hold close their data and
research results prior to publication and to view open-access
publications as suspect, aspiring
instead to publish in high-profile
subscription journals such as Cell,
Nature and Science, she said.
“These are tenets of a very
unhealthy academic culture that
needs changing,” said McKiernan,
a psychology postdoc at Wilfrid
Laurier University in Waterloo,
Ontario.
Changing those priorities not
only requires individual commitments to making one’s own work
open, but action and interaction
at the institutional, regional and
national levels, said McKiernan,
who saw firsthand the effects of
cost barriers to accessing scholarly
research as a researcher affiliated
with the National Institute of
Public Health of Mexico.
“In some cases an electronic
subscription to a single journal
can cost half or the entire annual
salary of an entry-level investigator at this institution. They have
to choose between conducting
research and educational programs and buying subscriptions,”
McKiernan said.
Despite open-access mandates
like one recently signed into law
in Mexico, “Many, many academics in the world still do not have
access to the literature they need.
More importantly, I think there are
many people in academia that still
don’t understand this,” she said.
The problem extends beyond
the laboratory, she said. “Citizens,
taxpayers, patients, nonprofits,
doctors — all kinds of people who
don’t work in a university setting
still need access to the academic
scientific literature and they’re still
not getting it.”
What can researchers do?
“What can I do as an individual
researcher to improve access to
the literature? Very simply: I can
support open access,” McKiernan
said.
She has pledged not to edit,
review or work for closed-access
journals such as Cell, Nature and
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Science, and to publish only in
open-access journals. She also
has committed to removing her
name from a paper if co-authors
refuse to be open and to blog her
work and post preprints whenever
possible.
Some colleagues see her pledge
as risky. “Even if there are some
inherent risks involved in this
position, I really feel that if I
am going to ‘make it’ in science,
however you define it, it has to be
on terms I can live with,” she said.
“Having seen the access problem
firsthand on a daily basis, locking
up my work is not something I
would be able to live with as a
researcher.”
Career concerns
McKiernan dispelled as
“myths” some of the most
common career concerns: that
publishing in open-access journals
relegates one’s work to less-visible,
lower-impact-factor journals and
lower-quality peer review, closing
the door to choice jobs, grants
or tenure.
It’s important for early-career
researchers to get their work out
there and make a name for themselves. “Publishing open-access
is precisely the way to do that,”
McKiernan maintained. “There
are a lot of studies coming out
these days saying that if you
publish openly ... either in an
open-access journal or making
a copy freely available on some
type of website, you will get more

citations.” That holds true for data
as well, she said.
Open-access doesn’t always
equal a low-impact factor. “Don’t
worship the impact factor,” she
said, noting that where research
is published says nothing about
the scientific quality of the work.
“There are a lot of options
even if you need to be concerned
about the impact factor,” McKiernan said. Open-access journals
such as Cell Reports, Open Biology, Frontiers, the PLoS journals
and BMC series journals have
moderate-to-high impact factors.
And Nature Communications
just last month became the first
Nature-branded journal to go fully
open-access.
Poor-quality peer review isn’t
limited to open-access publications. “We need to look at ways
of improving the peer-review
process, but this is a problem
despite the publishing model.
It’s across the board,” McKiernan said, noting that retraction
rates are highest in high-impact
factor journals such as Nature
and Science.
A recent “sting,” in which many
open-access journals accepted a
fake article submitted by Science
writer John Bohannon, received
lots of press, but the test wasn’t
scientific, given that he didn’t
submit the article to subscription
journals as well, she said. And
several reputable open-access
publishers indeed rejected the
article. “Their peer review was

working just fine.”
In addition, some journals
publish reviewers’ criticisms and
the author’s subsequent changes
along with the article. “I think the
more we see open-access journals
use the transparent peer review
model, the more we’re going to
be able to dispel that myth that it’s
of poor quality,” she said.
Early-career researchers in
particular worry they won’t be
able to get a job, a grant or tenure
without publishing in traditional
journals. “I think there’s evidence
that the tide is changing,” said
McKiernan, citing the San Francisco Declaration on Research
Assessment (DORA), launched
by the American Society for Cell
Biology. (http://am.ascb.org/
dora/)
More than 500 organizations
and 12,000 individuals have signed
DORA, pledging, in part: not to
consider journal-based metrics
such as impact factor in hiring,
promotion or funding decisions;
to weigh more heavily the content
of a paper than the title of the
journal in which it is published,
and to consider the value and
impact of all research outputs.
The University of North Texas
adopted an open-data manifesto
that esteems open data as a standalone research outlet that should
be valued in evaluations, and the
Virginia Commonwealth University faculty senate in 2010 passed
a statement that encourages promotion and tenure committees
to recognize that open-access
publications offer added value
and greater public good. Both
are indications that institutions
increasingly value open-access,
open-data efforts, she said.
As for grants, “It’s going to
soon be the case that you have
to publish openly to get a grant,”
McKiernan said, citing openaccess mandates by institutions
including the National Institutes
of Health, Howard Hughes Medi-

cal Institute and others.
“Funders care about open
access and open data.”
Publishing in open-access
journals doesn’t have to be
expensive for authors, McKiernan said. Many institutions have
open-access publisher memberships that reduce costs for their
authors, or open-access publishing funds to cover author fees.
Many publications don’t charge
authors; others, like PeerJ, use a
one-time membership fee model
that allows authors to publish one
article per year, provided it passes
peer review.
Publishers also may waive
article processing charges. “The
important thing is to talk to them.
You can negotiate that APC,”
she said.
If none of those options
works, “Self-archiving costs zero
dollars,” she said.
There are subject-related
repositories such as arXiv or
bioRxiv or institutional archives,
such as d-scholarship@Pitt.
Preprints can be posted to
PeerJ. Figshare allows authors to
upload articles, datasets, presentations and other work, she said.
Archiving also can be done on an
author’s own personal website.
Publishing openly is a win-win,
McKiernan said.
“What I think it means is more
exposure for your work. Researchers in developing countries can see
your work, practitioners can apply
your findings,” she said. “Higher
citation rates for you. Taxpayers
get value for the research that
they’ve paid for.
“... I really see no downside
here for both society and you as
a researcher.”
q
McKiernan’s presentation
slides are posted at http://figshare.
com/articles/Culture_change_
in_academia_Making_sharing_the_new_norm_/1053008.
—Kimberly K. Barlow
n

Open access panelists from left:
Speaker Erin McKiernan, Wilfrid
Laurier University, Waterloo,
Ontario; and Pitt faculty members Brian Beaton, School of
Information Sciences; Jackie Smith,
sociology; Gordon Mitchell, communication and University Honors
College, and Lara Putnam, history.

I
Faculty panel
share their
views on
open access

n a discussion moderated by
Brian Beaton, interim director
of the Sara Fine Institute and
faculty member in the School of
Information Sciences, a panel of
Pitt faculty responded with their
own perspectives on open-access
issues.
Access to scholarly research
isn’t the only issue, Beaton pointed
out.
“I think there are some larger
infrastructure gaps needing to
be addressed in committing ourselves to open-access principles,”
he said. “Just because someone
has access to something doesn’t
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mean they can really use that
work.”
Beaton, who works with
citizen groups and nonprofits
that are trying to use scientific
research and data, said, “Access
to academic research does not
necessarily mean understanding.
Click counts and comprehension
are not the same thing, downloads
and deep understanding are not
the same thing.”
As an example, he pointed to
the British “Patients Participate!”
project in which members of the
public produced lay summaries of
academic articles.

“As we discuss building out
this open-access infrastructure,
I think there’s a lot of work to be
done in making the work intelligible to the broader publics,”
he said. “I think there’s room at
Pitt specifically to be doing this
kind of work.”
q
University Honors College
Assistant Dean Gordon Mitchell,
a faculty member in communication, revisited Cambridge
mathematician Timothy Gowers’
2012 “cost of knowledge” boycott (see March 8, 2012, University
CONTINUED ON PAGE 5
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Senate plenary session panelists, from left: Michael Becich, Kelly Dornin-Koss, Barbara Epstein, Jay Graham, Alison Langmead, Jennifer Woodward and Liz Lyon.

Managing data: Faculty weigh in

A
M

panel of faculty members
from across the University responded to Lyon’s
keynote.

ichael J. Becich, chair
of the medical school’s
Department of Biomedical Informatics, discussed
the department’s recent $11 million National Institutes of Health
(NIH) award to lead a Big Data to
Knowledge Center of Excellence.
“It’s only a starting point. It’s just
a grant,” he said.
“The focus of that grant is
really to make intelligent analysis
of data greatly impactful to health
care and science. It’s not just about
health care and it’s not just about
the science,” he said.
“If I had to say what’s the
DNA of the success to come
out of this opportunity, it’s to
promote wholesale sharing of
data, software, of processes that
people put together, to attach
hardware to very hard problems
that face us as scientists.
“The beautiful part about
this grant is it will provide an
opportunity for us to dig deeply
both within the University of
Pittsburgh and in our region with
Carnegie Mellon as a partner, to
start training data scientists on
the use of the tools we’re going
to produce. It’s my role in the
grant to reach out to the 11 other
funded sites across the country
and bring their tools to life in this
environment for our scientists in
the region.”

K

elly Dornin-Koss, director
of the Education and Compliance Office for Human
Subject Research, commented on
the compliance aspects of data
sharing and touched upon Lyon’s
point that while there is peer
review of publications, rarely is
there peer review of data. “That’s
an area I think we need to develop
here at the University,” she said.
Not only does her office present seminars on good research
practices, it monitors and audits
8

data. “We see the small datasets
and what they look like. And
throughout the years we have seen
how data are maintained throughout the University. They’re kept in
a variety of different ways: Some
that we would promote, others
we wouldn’t,” said Dornin-Koss.
“What we would like to see
is that research is collected in a
systematic manner and that there
are sophisticated data collection
tools used,” she said.
Perhaps surprising in the digital age, she noted, data often are
maintained in hard-copy rather
than digital form. “One concern
with that is, if we’re working with
investigators that are working as
sponsors of an investigational
new drug, there’s a whole set of
FDA regulations surrounding
electronic records and signatures,”
she said.
Dornin-Koss noted that FDA
regulations go further than those
regulations for research supported
by Health and Human Services.
“There are additional requirements for products such as drugs,
devices and biologics,” she said.
“As an institute we have to start
striving toward compliance with
that set of regulations,” she said.
“I think the one difference
that’s important to point out is that
sponsors monitor the ongoing
conduct of the study,” she said.
“So, if it’s a study sponsored by
a pharmaceutical company, they
will send somebody out every
six-eight weeks to look to ensure
that the protocol is being followed
and that there is good data being
collected.” In contrast, only a few
NIH institutes come to look at
source data, she said.

B

arbara Epstein, director of
the Health Sciences Library
System (HSLS), discussed
what librarians bring to the table.
“The research librarian community in health sciences and
general academia has been exploring how to meet the new needs
of faculty and students and how
to develop library-based research

data services — and what services
to offer and what we can realistically deliver,” she said.
“There’s also a new push in
the curricula of information
schools and library and information science programs on developing a new breed of librarians
and enhancing the skills of the
librarians that are there,” she said,
noting that big data creates a need
for data librarians, research services managers and data curators.
Most academic libraries —
including Pitt — “are still exploring the demand for services, the
types of services to offer, and
the professional skills that are
needed,” Epstein said.
These kinds of new roles will
require funding, training and
staffing.
She sees a hierarchy of potential services librarians could
provide: easier services such as
reference support and consultation on finding and citing data and
datasets and data repository; helping faculty with data management
planning, and data and metadata
standards.
A higher level of services are
technical and hands-on, “embedding librarians in research projects
to provide support for data repositories, for discovery, for creating
metadata,” she said.
HSLS reference services traditionally have emphasized support
for faculty research activities, she
said, adding that HSLS has a data
management working group.
A survey it conducted last year
showed “considerable lack of
knowledge and a demand for
education among faculty, postdocs, graduate students and other
researchers about data management, about conventions, file
naming and just general knowledge about what people want to
know,” Epstein said.
HSLS offers a workshop series
on data management topics such
as data management planning,
data sharing and discovery and
regulations on data management
in collaboration with the Clinical

and Translational Science Institute’s responsible conduct of
research training center.
The University Library System,
which has a coordinator of digital
scholarship services, offers some
longterm storage for certain datasets through the University’s data
repository, d-Scholarship@Pitt.
ULS also provides consultation on such concerns as funding,
publisher requirements, data sharing, data management planning,
describing and citing data, locating
appropriate disciplinary repositories and identifying sustainable
formats for data.

J

ay Graham, enterprise architect with Computing Services
and Systems Development
(CSSD), resonated with Lyon’s
concern for where researchers’
data are.
“Fifteen or 20 years ago, a lot
of people had data stored on a
server under their desk within
the departments,” where it wasn’t
being backed up and was at risk
for loss.
Data now are stored centrally
through CSSD’s Network Operations Center. “We’re right now just
completing a $5 million upgrade
to the center so we can quadruple
the capacity for power and cooling,” Graham said.
In addition to protecting
against loss, better security protects the University’s reputation.
“You want to make sure that
the collection of the data is valid,
but you also want to make sure that
the data stays secure and intact
so that somebody doesn’t hack
into a server and actually change
the data. That’s probably one of
my biggest fears, not really stealing the data ... but the changing
or modification of that data,”
Graham said.
In addition, CSSD is looking
into electronic lab notebooks in
order to provide a centralized
service “so that the data is centralized in one place and we can apply
controls systemically,” he said.
CSSD also received a National

Science Foundation grant to
increase the network capacity
between campus and the data
center and with the Pittsburgh
Supercomputing Center, “which
gives us access to a lot of the
nationwide research networks,”
Graham said. It also will begin
to overlay the campus with a
framework for high-speed network connectivity, beginning with
Old Engineering Hall. However,
“There’s still a lot of infrastructure that needs to be acquired,”
he cautioned.
“It was easy to secure data
when it was on a USB key or a
floppy disk using the old technology. Now we’re talking about
data that’s going to be distributed,
data that’s coming from laboratory equipment that’s housed all
over campus, stored locally and
transferred centrally for analysis
and analytics,” Graham said. “I
think it’s a really exciting time ...
I’m glad we’ll all be part of that.”

A

lison Langmead, director
of the Visual Media Workshop in the Department
of History of Art and Architecture and a faculty member in the
School of Information Sciences,
discussed data requirements in
the humanities.
“As humanists and social scientists go out into the field, the
value of our data does not always
come from its massiveness or the
sensor-based collection of data
out in the world. It comes from
the amount of human time it
takes to read the historical record
and draw out pieces of our past.
It isn’t perhaps exabytes of data,
but it is hard-won data from the
history of humanity that takes
trained experts to go into the field
and understand,” she said.
“The value of that data is high
because of its value to us as human
beings, the same as scientific data.
It may have the appearance of
being something different, but
honestly it is the same.”
The humanities have fewer
CONTINUED ON PAGE 9
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Chancellor addresses Pitt’s role

Plenary session
“I
tackles issue of
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1
management on the institution,
not the primary investigator.
Among the requirements set
out in letters to vice chancellors
was development of an institutional data roadmap.
“They required an institutional data policy, they required
processes to be in place, they
required adequate data storage,
they required any datasets that
were generated from EPSRC
(Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council) grants to
be fully described, documented,
structured metadata, digital object
identifiers assigned to them and,
best of all, securely preserved for
a minimum of 10 years.
“That caused quite a lot of
waves in the UK but universities have responded. Many have
roadmaps ... many are developing infrastructure, services and
institutional policies on data, so
there’s been activity to address
the challenge,” she said.
Disciplinary diversity
Managing a variety of data is
a particular challenge for large,
complex universities like Pitt. “For
an institution of this scale and size,
coordination is absolutely essential,” Lyon said. The University
needs “some sort of common
strategy or roadmap, if you will,
to take us through effectively into
the future.”
Although processes for collecting and working with data
may vary across disciplines, there
are some commonalities that can
be thought of as a data lifecycle,
she said. “We think about how
we create, collect, generate data;
how it is processed; what software
tools are used; how to visualize
and analyze it and think about
infrastructure for preserving it.
“We can think about how to
manage access to it. It’s about
intelligent access to data: We’re
not just saying ‘Here it is, have
it all.’ I think we have to be quite
canny about it and how best to
manage release of data,” she said,
adding, “The final part of this life
cycle is how to facilitate others to

reuse our data.”
New infrastructure, new services, new tools and platforms
are needed, although the cost
of creating data management
infrastructure remains a gray area,
she said.
But there are benefits: “If we
have the right services and infrastructure in place, it will help you
as researchers to do your research
more effectively and more efficiently,” she said.
And infrastructure creates new
jobs that require new skills. “There
is a shortage of people who are
savvy with data,” she said, adding
that she hopes Pitt’s iSchool can
generate graduates who can fill
those skills gaps.
Champions needed
Open-data culture must be
championed, she said. “To me
this is the biggest challenge of
all, because you don’t change culture overnight, you don’t change
people’s behaviors overnight.
“We must think about how
our data is cited and how we
can get credit for our data and
how that can be built into career
development,” she said. Noting
that studies have shown a citation advantage from open data,
she added, “There are now tools
to track and monitor who’s using
your data, who’s citing your data,
who’s tweeting your data. We can
start to realize the ability to be
able to include this information in
your CV and submit it to a tenure
committee.”
“For me, if we have our CV and
we have our publications and our
other outputs, perhaps we should
be thinking about putting our data
in there: our datasets that we’ve
used and reused, our software,
electronic lab notebooks.”
The institution can benefit
too. “We live in a world of rankings,” many of which reference
research activity. “Maybe in the
future, among the formulas for
how they develop these rankings,
might be research data and data
outputs,” she said.
—Kimberly K. Barlow
n

communication infrastructure is
connecting us in ways that we have
not yet fully adapted to,” he said.
Norms across personal, institutional and governmental boundaries have been thrown into
flux, as have expectations for
what should be open and what
shouldn’t, and on what data is
kept, where and by whom.
The chancellor said issues of
custodianship and responsibility,
questions of jurisdiction and
standards for openness and data
sharing remain to be resolved.
Data quality is a concern: As
we gather data, is it good data?
What about malicious spoofing
or manipulation of data? What
are the implications for human
subjects research? And how do we
address the geopolitical conflicts
that arise through these struggles
over data privacy?
“I think the real challenge is
not just to position ourselves for
what is happening today, but in a
time when it’s changing logarithmically. ... How do we position
ourselves to stay at the forefront
of these issues?
“What does it mean for our
research efforts, which will be so
enabled by our ability to work with
and manage and use this data?
“How do we position ourselves to have that capability, to
enjoy all the developments that
are happening here and yet at the

same time manage the very real
threats and vulnerabilities that will
arise from that as well?
“What is our business model
for sustaining this? If we are
dependent on one-time infusions
of capital to episodically refresh,
we already are going to be behind.
This is one where you really have
to bake it into how we operate
in a fundamental way so that
we’re constantly refreshing and
staying up.
“It almost certainly means
we’re not going to be an island
unto ourselves. The scale alone
says that we are going to be as
interconnected as anyone else in
this business.
“What are our responsibilities
in participating in that incredibly
interconnected environment?
How do we protect our interests
and our information and yet how
do we share and enable it and do
things with it at the same time?”
Gallagher said.
“I think that it’s one of the
most important challenges facing
the University, but I also think it’s
one of our biggest opportunities,”
the chancellor said.
“I think the areas where Pitt
has been so strong and so capable
are ones that are going to be most
enabled by the technology revolution in front of us, so I’m also
incredibly excited.”
—Kimberly K. Barlow
n

The 2014 fall plenary session was streamed live and is posted
online. The video can be accessed using the link and password posted under the “plenary” tab at univsenate.pitt.edu.
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BIG DATA

cannot think of a better
topic to bring us all
together and think, from
the perspective of the University
of Pittsburgh, how do we respond
to these massive changes that are
happening and how do we position ourselves?” said Chancellor
Patrick Gallagher in his welcoming
remarks at the University Senate
fall plenary session, “Managing
Research Data: Challenges and
Opportunities at the University.”
“I come from a background
of being in a department that’s
steeped in data,” Gallagher said,
acknowledging that his views on
research data management are
influenced by his 21 years at the
National Institute of Standards
and Technology (NIST), and as
acting deputy secretary of the
Department of Commerce.
“Many of the questions that
I think are in front of Pitt right
now were very much in our mind
as well,” said Gallagher in outlining some of those issues and their
implications for Pitt.
q
“It’s not so much that computation and data is new ... but
that we are now at a time when
the scale is rewriting all the rules
...The scale now is truly massive
... it’s massive and it’s continuing
to grow exponentially,” Gallagher
said.
The Internet now creates more
than 2.5 exabytes (1018 bytes) of
data a day. “Every two hours we
generate as much information on
the Internet as existed in the entire
printed record of the world,” he
said. “Ninety percent of all the
information that exists is just two
years old, and that’s going to be
true two years from now because
it’s going to double again.”
Connected devices now outnumber humans by a factor of 2.5
“and the number is doubling every
two years,” while the number of
smartphones has reached 1.75
billion, one for every four human
beings on the planet.
Social media now is the primary generator of big data, once
the realm of high-energy physics and astronomy research and
large-scale government business
operations. “That means that
the humanities now have as big
or large data streams as anybody
else,” Gallagher said.
“The use, availability and risks
associated with steeping ourselves
in such an information-rich environment are massive and with
us now, even though we don’t
understand these consequences
very well.
“What is both a data and a

Chancellor Patrick Gallagher addresses the Oct. 23 University Senate
plenary session.

Managing data: Faculty weigh in

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 8
regulatory requirements than the
sciences, but data management
in highly image-based disciplines
such as history of art and architecture presents its own challenges.
“Computers deal with those
things relatively poorly so we
spend a lot of time managing our
data — oftentimes to plan for the
computer that will come after this
computer. We know we can only
do so much with what we have
now and we look forward to the
day when we could actually reap

greater benefits out of this stuff
that we pull from the archives.”

J

ennifer Woodward, associate
vice provost for Research
Operations, spoke to “the
gorilla on our back” — how to
pay for all of this.
There’s not a lot of history
available to forecast what the
cost is going to be, or how it will
affect the budgeting, staffing
and resources available. Other
unknowns are which needs will

be relevant as data management
plans and services are developed.
“It cannot end up being just
an add-on” to the services we’re
already providing, Woodward
said. “In order for it to be effective and efficient we really have to
develop a plan for how to move
this forward in an organized way.”
And, she said, “Once we’ve
developed and implemented services and plans, how are we going
to sustain it long-term when we
really don’t know what we’re going

to be projecting down the road?”
She offered some possible
sources of funding:
• Budgeting data management
and data sharing plans into individual research grants.
• Internal institutional support.
“Priorities will need to be thought
about and adjusted since we have
constraints and limited financial
resources,” she said.
• Recouping some costs
through fee-for-services infrastructure such as coordinated

cores or technical support.
• Full-service research management services that would
charge costs back to investigators’
grants.
• Cost-cutting through collaborations with other institutions or
entities such as hospitals, research
institutes or companies, to share
expenses and resources.
“Probably all of these in some
capacity will need to be used,”
Woodward said.
—Kimberly K. Barlow
n
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JONAS SALK SYMPOSIUM KEYNOTE

Collaboration essential if
world is to progress amid
unprecedented challeges

C

ollaborations like those that
led to the Salk polio vaccine
will be crucial if the world
is to progress amid challenges
of unprecedented magnitude,
said economist Jeffrey Sachs in
his keynote address at a daylong
symposium commemorating the
100th anniversary of Jonas Salk’s
birth.
“Sustainable development is
the holistic integration of economic, social and environmental
objectives; an approach of scientific analysis, of governance, of
problem solving and of human
action. ... It’s not an academic field
alone ... it is a field of human
action,” said Sachs, director of
The Earth Institute and professor
of health policy and management
at Columbia University.
Sponsored by the Graduate
School of Public Health, the
Office of the Provost and the
Jonas Salk Legacy Foundation, the
Jonas Salk Centenary Symposium
on Oct. 28 celebrated the polio
vaccine pioneer’s commitment to
sustainability and examined connections between sustainability
and public health.
q
Sustainable development differs from sustainability — which
refers mainly to environmental
concerns — in that it requires a
holistic vision to integrate human
development and environmental
sustainability, Sachs said, arguing
the need for both an analytical
holism — to see the intricacies
and interconnections among systems of economics, politics and
nature — and a moral holism of
goals and objectives.
“We need an integrated vision
even to understand the kind of
world that we’re in, but we’re
also going to need an integrated
vision if we are going to choose
morally the direction we need to
move,” he said.
Growth is more than concern
for the bottom line. “If we pursue
economics to the point of mass
social inequality and exclusion or
if we pursue economics to the
point of environmental destruction, we’re going to end up with
nothing of lasting value,” he said.
q
The world is at an inflection
point: the spot on an S-curve
where the trajectory changes
direction, said Sachs, contending
that our scientific knowledge,
technology and diplomatic opportunity present a unique opportunity for action.
“We are at a juncture where we
need the inspiration of what Jonas
Salk accomplished” to solve global
challenges and ensure a sustainable future, said Sachs.
“We need public-private partnerships for sustainable development. After all, that’s what the
Salk vaccine represented: It was
a massive public-private-academic
partnership to bring about one
of the sublime achievements of
10

our time.”
Huge collaboration was crucial
“in the scientific understanding
of what to do, for the financing
of how to do it, for the public
engagement to make it possible,”
Sachs said.
“Think about having a clinical
trial of nearly 2 million young
people. That required a country
with a determination to solve
problems. It required a public
understanding: Remember that
there are places in the world
where health workers get shot,
not celebrated, because of lack
of public understanding or lack
of knowledge ... This is such a
profound achievement that we
need to understand it and to draw
lessons from it, and therefore find
ways to apply those lessons to the
challenges and predicaments that
we face in our generation,” he said.
Philanthropy and moral commitment are fundamental ingredients of sustainable development,
along with scientific advances,
technological development and
political leadership, Sachs said,
calling the Salk vaccine “a product
of society and moral commitment.”
Without philanthropy, “we
don’t make the accomplishments
that we need,” he said, adding that
moral purpose in the vein of Salk’s
dedication to human betterment
is crucial.
“It’s not enough to be a great
scientist, it’s not enough to be a
great technologist. Everything
depends on the direction that one
is pointed.”
Such moral direction is threatened today, he said. “Even our
capacity for moral discussion
has been greatly weakened and
undermined,” Sachs said, adding
that philosophies that elevate the
cause of self above all else “will
never produce the Salk vaccine
or the kinds of breakthroughs
we need.”
He said: “There’s nothing
automatic about progress. There’s
nothing automatic about a human
capacity to solve problems,”
reminding listeners that just 100
years ago the archduke of the
Habsburg empire was assassinated in Sarajevo, sparking three
decades of world war. “Even in
1914, which itself was an age of
great prosperity and scientific
breakthroughs ... the world could
savagely come to self-destruction
on a scale that was unimaginable.
That’s the paradox that we always
have to face,” he said.
However, he cautioned against
cynicism: “We do have to keep
this sense of dual perspectives,”
Sachs said, citing a line from John
F. Kennedy’s inaugural address:
“‘For man holds in his mortal
hands the power to abolish all
forms of human poverty, and
all forms of human life.’ This is
our technological know-how, it’s
our human nature. We can go in
either direction.

“It is one of the points that
Jonas Salk made repeatedly in
his writings and his interviews:
We face a choice. We always face
a choice. There is no such thing
as simply running the differential
equations. ... For humanity, that
curve can go in multiple directions
and it is our choice to envision
the future and choose the kind
of future that we want.”
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“I say we’re in the age of
sustainable development, partly
as a description of where we
need to be and partly as a hope,”
he said. “It’s partly an analytical
observation and partly what in my
profession we call a normative or
hopeful or ethical observation,
that we’d better be in the age of
sustainable development.”
Sachs, a senior United Nations
adviser, noted that three crucial
meetings of world leaders lie
ahead in 2015: A summit in July on
financing for sustainable development, followed by another in September to adopt sustainable development goals and, in December,
a make-or-break climate summit.
“It’s almost no coincidence that
these three major fundamental
topics for a transition to the age
of sustainable development are all
on the agenda in the coming year.
If we fail we won’t have another
chance soon,” he said.
“Multilateralism already is so
fragile, is so easily pushed aside
and is so vulnerable to the extremists and to the cynics and to the
doubters and to the greedy, who
are interested in next quarter’s
profits, not the survival of humanity in the 21st century,” Sachs said.

“If we don’t get this right,
I don’t know if there’s another
way back soon enough to avoid
calamity.”
The possibility of success is
likewise real. “We truly do hold
in our mortal hands the ability to
end all forms of human poverty:
That is not simply great rhetoric. ...
It is also a literal reality, ” he said.
“Our scientific age is an age
of stunning capacity.”
Whereas the Salk team took
three years to demonstrate there
were three basic strains of polio
virus, today’s genomic sequencing would shorten that task to
mere hours or days. Billion-fold
improvements in integrated circuitry make possible the transmission of data to the most remote
parts of the world.
Other successes have come
in global health. In line with the
UN’s millennium development
goal of cutting extreme poverty,
the number of people who live on
less than $1.25 per person per day
has declined from 43 percent in
1990 to 21 percent in 2010, and is
expected to fall to 16-17 percent
by next year, he said. Mortality
rates for children under 5 have
fallen from 12.5 million in 1990 to
6.5 million this past year. Malaria
deaths are declining.
“These are areas of progress
that are absolutely real.”
However, “reality forces us to
watch both sides of the ledger,”
he said, cautioning that the social
aspect of sustainability is under
increasing stress: “More exclusion, more inequality, more perversion in the inequality of power,
as well as the inequality of wealth
and income,” he said.
The world’s population, on
pace to reach 11 billion by 2100;
human strain on resources, and
our impact on the world’s climate
are unprecedented problems for
this generation.
“We have never faced the
inflection point before,” he said.
“We recognize problems of
inequality, of exclusion. We know
problems of war and peace. We
know about our complex human
nature. But what we don’t understand is the human impact on the
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physical world as it exists today,
because it has never existed in this
way before,” Sachs said. “We are so
numerous, we are so productive,
that we can overshoot the very
basic substrate on which we grow.
That is the overshoot and collapse
that is a very real possibility.”
To face such unprecedented
challenges requires sustainable
development. “We will need rapid
technological transformations for
safe energy systems, safe health
systems. We need equity in social
services provision. We need
community protection of natural
resources from local level to global
scale. We need strengthened local
governance. We need better sharing of work, learning and leisure.
We need to restrain arbitrary
corporate power. We need more
responsible financial markets ...
we need to re-democratize our
democracies,” Sachs said.
“We need to design systems,”
he said. “Systems are not markets ... they include markets, they
include public administration,
they include civil society. They
are partnerships that are much
more interesting and complex
than markets alone. We need that
for sustainable energy, sustainable
agriculture, nutrition, sustainable
urbanization ... and the capacity
to deliver health, education and
meaningful work for all.”
Sachs acknowledged the value
of entrepreneurial development,
“but sometimes we need to steer
as well,” he said. “We need to aim
for safe energy. We need to aim
for an Ebola vaccine. We need
to aim for the kinds of scientific
breakthroughs that are possible.”
He called for directed technological change, citing the government’s role as a fundamental
driver of such breakthroughs as
semiconductor chip development,
computers, the Internet, the Mars
rover and the human genome
project. “That’s what we can do
when we try,” he said.
Such directed change “is
exactly the story of the polio
vaccine,” Sachs said.
“Jonas Salk didn’t stumble
on it. He aimed for it. And he
aimed for it as part of a national
effort to aim for it, with the scientific community aiming for it
and racing towards it; and with
the March of Dimes, a national
philanthropic effort aiming for it,
and with government leadership
to help bring it about.”
The spirit needed to face
sustainable development is the
same spirit embodied in John F.
Kennedy’s famous speech in 1962,
after he had declared that the
United States would send a man
to the moon and return him safely
before the end of the decade:
“‘We choose to go to the moon.
We choose to go to the moon
in this decade and do the other
things, not because they are easy,
but because they are hard, because
that goal will serve to organize and
measure the best of our energies
and skills, because that challenge is
one that we are willing to accept,
one we are unwilling to postpone,
and one which we intend to win,
and the others, too.’
“That’s the spirit that we need
to face sustainable development,”
Sachs said, ending with Salk’s
words of wisdom: “We must
learn to become wise and good
ancestors, bequeathing an earth
for future generations ... We have
enough time if we do not waste it.”
—Kimberly K. Barlow
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