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Excellencies,
Distinguished Academics

Ladies and gentlemen,

It gives me immense pleasure to be amongst this gathering. In fact,
I am pleased to represent Syria in this important event, and, on behalf our
scientific and research community, I would like to thank the EU and the
three projects fostering the creation of e-infrastructure in the
Mediterranean region: EUMEDCONNECT, EUMED-GRID and
GEANT?2 for inviting me to this EU-MED event which will enable us to
advance a further step in the framework of a Euro-Mediterranean
cooperation in S&T.

It is in fact our common history and geography, economic
relationship and concerns about today's major issues, which draw us into
a partnership where political, social, economic and scientific obligations,
will have to be well deliberated in an open and friendly scientific
dialogue. The current scientific event is a live example of such an open
and friendly dialogue. The effort undertaken, the volume and level of

participation and the proposals produced measure up to the concerns in



the importance of e-infrastructure for scientific and social development
by both sides of the Mediterranean.

Syria has started its program of co-operation with the European
Union by being full participant in the Barcelona Process, setting out
comprehensive objectives, policy response and priority fields of co-
operation based on thorough assessment of the partner country's policy
agenda and political and socio-economic situation.

An ambitious National Indicative Program in its 2002-2006 phase has
thus been attached to the strategy aiming to assisting Syria in meeting the
following challenges:
* Stimulate growth and employment
* Diversify the economic structure and reduce reliance on oil
revenues
* Undertake comprehensive reform to improve the business
environment
* Rationalize and improve the quality and efficiency of the public
sector
* Strengthen the rules of law and finally,

* Promote and modernize the education and research system

In fact, the challenges resulting from this last issue are multiples:

In higher education we are facing the challenges of accessibility
due to increasing demand on higher education, the challenges of
improving efficiency, governance, quality and relevance of higher
education, and finally, the challenges of finding funding resources.

As for the national research system, it also faces, as in most
developing countries, several challenges: weak expenditure, absence of
demand on applied research with almost unique emphasis on basic

science, and last but not least, lack of business culture within the



scientific community due to the weak Links with the Industrial Sector.

etc.

Our strategy in upgrading the higher education system is stated in

our 10" five-year plan for the forthcoming 5 years and responds fully to

the above stated challenges. The elements of this strategy stem from a

vision relying on ICT-based infrastructure as a general enabling tool for

reshaping higher education. In fact, two main objectives are contained in

this vision:

1-

To harness ICT potential in reshaping higher education. It is the
need to transform Higher Education Institutions from its traditional

role to a more demanding role catalyzed by ICT

2- To make use from the economies of scale of distance education

and ICT-based learning as a smart and efficient solution for

responding to the growing demand on HE

To approach these two objectives, different levels of integration of ICT

into the function of higher education and research institutions in Syria are

noticed and realized:

On the Entry level, where students are instructed to use IT

On the level of Adoption, where teachers use IT to support
traditional instruction

On the level of Adaptation, where teachers use IT to enrich
curricula

On the level of Appropriation, where IT is integrated and used for
its unique capabilities

And finally, on the level of Innovation, where new learning
environment is developed using IT as a tool, such as on-line

courses, distance education, and virtual Learning. In fact, we are



proud to have established, since 5 years, the first virtual university

in the Middle East.

As for the research system itself, the following strategic objectives were

adopted:

1- Upgrading our network connecting all Universities. Research
Centers and Institutes. This network, known under the name of
SHERN 1s our NREN (National Research and Education
Network).

2- Formulating a National Science and Technology Policy in
which the role of e-infrastructure is recognized to provide the
necessary tools for leapfrogging into the information age.

3- Adopting a systemic approach for the national research
system, universally known under the name of the National
Innovation System. This will naturally stimulate the formation

of National Grid Infrastructures.

I will not go into details of all these policies and actions but it

would be appropriate to do some reflection as to the expected role, results

and impact of e-infrastructures and the critical role to be played by our

EU partners in the creation of endogenous research and development

capabilities in the Mediterranean Countries..

I would like indeed to express my country's vision in dealing with

scientific and technical co-operation through three challenging issues in

this world of "knowledge divide" we live in.

The first issue is about the role of international co-operation

itself in the creation of an endogenous science and technology base:

our work in research and development projects with the international

community in general and the EU in particular has clearly shown that it is

not possible to develop domestic scientific research, technological



development and innovation capacities in isolation, without continuous
and intensive interactions with the world’s science, technology and
innovation systems. But, do all types of external linkages contribute to
the creation of an endogenous science and technology base? It is believed
that some of them may undermine efforts to do so if the research subject
doesn't fulfill the criteria of "doing the right thing" for the country,
together with “doing things right”. For example, an active involvement
with the external community may lead developing country scientists to
lose sight of the problems faced in their own regions, because the choice
of research themes with little impact on development creates an “indirect
brain drain” without borders. In fact, any close relations between foreign
and domestic enterprises could exclude or limit the participation of
developing country engineering, consulting and technology services firms
in the process of innovation. For that, the list of best practices developed
by the "European Science and Technology for Development” should be
disseminated and rigorously applied to the selection criteria of joint
European research projects, in order to make from the international
cooperation programs such as the sixth and seventh framework programs
a powerful force for the creation of endogenous science and technology
capabilities in the southern Mediterranean countries.

The second issue is related to the new role of innovation in
development: It is well known now that Conversion of existing
knowledge to new knowledge requires innovation. Further, the
conversion of knowledge to wealth is also done through the process of
innovation. Thus innovation is the key by excellence to competition for
the firms as well as for the nations. In recent years, multi-sourcing of
innovations has gained enormous prominence. This has happened as a
result of the increasing pressure to shorten international market

penetration times for new products. Consequently, there is an increasing



pressure to shorten R&D times and also to decrease the market life times
for new products. Thus, innovations started to have multiple geographical
and organizational sources of technology. Research and Development in
high-technology industries such as biotechnology, microelectronics,
pharmaceuticals, information technology and new materials have become
highly science based, and the costs of doing R&D are also increasing
phenomenally in industrialized countries. For example, the cost of
introducing an entirely new molecule as a new drug in the market is
slowly but surely approaching a billion dollar!

We really hope that, in this scenario, South Mediterranean
countries may have some real long term opportunities in their co-
operation with the EU countries where they can become a true global
R&D platform. The implications of this change for South Mediterranean
countries are naturally the gradual transformation of brain drain to brain
gain, and this is one of the promised advantages of EU-MED GRID

The third issue of reflexion is related to the human and social
dimension of innovation and resulting importance of research in
social science and humanities: It is incredibly tempting to stick to the
idea that innovation is just a matter of creating new commercialization
policies, new technological gadgets, patents, marketing strategies, spin-
off companies and more venture capital. But wealth-producing innovation
does not occur in a vacuum; it is intimately linked to the whole of a
society becoming more creative, more interconnected and exhibiting

more solidarity.

If we look in today's world, we see more and more issues that call for

more research and new knowledge from the human sciences:

. The huge influx of culturally diverse immigration to EU countries

and the accompanying surge of social unrest and discord



. The inevitable cycles of economic transition and "creative
destruction" of firms that force people into sheer poverty and

misery

. The positive aspects of ever-expanding "virtual space" with its

potentially negative spin-offs

. Wars, occupations and political conflicts
. Terrorist actions and other threats to our quality of life
. The aggressive policies of brain gain in developed countries and

the legitimate needs of developing countries to prevent brain drain

so they can move ahead economically and socially

All these issues share the dream of carrying out research, developing
knowledge and innovating in social science, humanities and economics in

order to make a better and safer Euro-Mediterranean zone.

In fact if the 20™ century did show us the great accomplishments of
science and technology, however, it also demonstrated the limitations of
science and technology. As several university rectors have written

recently:

"Our most important failures have arisen from failures in human
collaboration —wars, terrorism, racial hatred, poverty, environmental
degradation, and diseases. The industrialized world has invested
considerable funds in recent years in science and medicine. These
commitments are vital. However, the potential of technological
innovation will be disrupted or destroyed if there are failures of policy,

institutions or understanding"



I hope that our future e-infrastructures and ICT tools will be a real
driver of social and human networking.

Finally, I am delighted to be in the midst of distinguished members
of the Euro Mediterranean fraternity of Research and Development. |
presume that the deliberations of today will prove to be an excellent
knowledge sharing and networking platform.

Thank you for your attention
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