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SCIENCE as a tool for diplomacy has been in use for many decades and by 

many countries around the world. Science diplomacy is the use of scientific 

collaboration among nations to address common problems and to build 

constructive international partnership. Its objective is to facilitate 

international scientific cooperation through actions primarily designed to 

meet global needs and challenges as well as cross border interests. Science 

diplomacy focuses on resources and tools towards the further development of 

scientific solutions to the world’s challenges such as biodiversity loss, 

climate change and public health issues and concerns. 

As late as December 2018, a group of international experts on science 

diplomacy met and adopted in Spain the “Madrid Declaration on Science 

Diplomacy.” Apart from defining several principles and highlighting the 

benefits of science diplomacy, the Declaration emphasizes the benefits 

science diplomacy can bring in tackling the global challenges faced by 

humanity. In fact, scientific cooperation works well now on problems across 

borders made possible by the use of understanding international languages 

vis-à-vis methodology of science in examining evidence that even allows 
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scientists to go beyond ideologies and form relationships that allow diplomats 

to defuse politically explosive situations. 

International treaties 

Science cooperation as a useful part of science diplomacy is best exemplified 

in the area of multilateral environmental agreements or international 

environmental treaties. For one, the 1992 Convention on Biological Diversity 

(CBD) has a Scientific Council that advises the Conference of the Parties (or 

the countries which are signatories to CBD) and the Secretariat on scientific 

matters and priorities for research and conservation. It also maintains a 

Subsidiary Body on Scientific, Technical and Technological Advice, which 

uses an ad hoc group of experts to provide guidance on more technical issues. 

It strives to give recommendations based upon scientific consensus, allowing 

for different views to be presented to the decision-making body. In 

connection therewith, the World Economic Forum through the 

Intergovernmental Science Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem 

Services recently revealed acceleration of species extinction to the point of 

endangering economies, livelihoods, food security and the quality of life of 

people. 

A joint review by the Convention on Biological Diversity and the World 

Health Organization (WHO) titled “Connecting Global Priorities: 



Biodiversity and Human Health,” on the other hand, emphasized how 

biodiversity loss can destabilize ecosystems, promote outbreaks of infectious 

diseases and undermine security and protection from natural disasters. These 

are brought about by overpopulation, trade systems, consumption patterns 

and urbanization. Cited as an example is the destruction of wildlife habitats 

which have pushed wildlife species closer to humans making way for the 

likelihood of more potential pandemics. It has been estimated that 1.7 million 

viruses known to infect humans are estimated to exist in mammals and 

waterbirds and any one of these may be more disruptive and lethal than 

Covid-19. 

To bring the subject home, take the case of pangolins (scaly anteaters) which 

thrive in Palawan about which trafficking to China has become a keen issue 

with the onset of the coronavirus pandemic. The WHO said bats are likely the 

main source of the virus, but it might have jumped to another species before 

being transmitted to humans. Pangolins are under scrutiny as a possible 

intermediate host of a new coronavirus picking up the pathogen from other 

animals in the wild. 

ADVERTISEMENT 

The 1992 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 

(UNFCCC) is another international environmental treaty which relies on 



science for its effective implementation. For this purpose, there is an 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), a scientific body 

established by the UN and the World Meteorological Organization. Its role is 

to examine and assess the latest data and information as a baseline on the 

state of knowledge on climate change in making science-based decisions. 

In addition, its Subsidiary Body for Science and Technical Advice plays an 

important role as the link between the scientific information provided by 

expert sources such as the IPCC and the policy-oriented needs of countries 

which are signatories to the UNFCCC. It cooperates with other relevant 

organizations on scientific, technological and methodological questions. 

PH vulnerability 

While the Philippines is yet on the way to recovering from the Covid-19 

pandemic, it remains number one among countries of the Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations in terms of vulnerability to extreme weather events 

brought about by global warming. In the course of time, its response has 

progressed from climate change mitigation to adaptation to resilience. What 

hampers efforts are the difficulties brought about by the economic impacts of 

the planetary health emergency. 



Despite imperfections, the institutional arrangement in place in the 

Philippines to counter the impacts of climate change known as the National 

Disaster Risk Reduction Management Council, or NDRRMC, has made 

progress in providing the needed leadership to revise strategies by aligning 

the same with an integrated and efficient approach in close coordination with 

local government units (LGUs), health agencies and nongovernmental 

stakeholders. In particular, it involved improvements in disaster preparedness 

and response, e.g., risk communication, simulation exercises and mass 

evacuation. Noteworthy as an example is the early harvest of rice and corn 

produce before the arrival of typhoon Ambo during the second quarter of 

2020 which reduced the typhoon’s potential impact on food availability. 

The safety of frontliners, from medical personnel to volunteer relief 

providers, has so far been secured also through the efforts of LGUs to meet 

the impact of disasters and the health crisis. Stimulus packages put in place 

range from the provision of livelihood financial assistance to community-

level mapping to prevent not only the spread of Covid-19 but also the impacts 

from other natural disasters as well. Preparation of temporary evacuation 

facilities and emergency supplies, enhancing early warning systems and 

strengthening the response capability of local health and emergency systems 

were looked into to ensure safety of the population from both threats. In this 



regard, health and economic authorities are encouraged to work together to 

help preserve both lives and livelihoods. 

In that connection, a recent development in the field of international law is 

the emergence of global health law. Defined as a collection of rules, norms 

and processes that shape the health of the world’s population, global health 

law incorporates laws and policies related to the environment, trade, labor 

conditions and much more. 

Of late, global health was reenergized by growing concern about the effects 

of globalization on health. This was brought about by the surge of infectious 

diseases — severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS), Middle East 

respiratory syndrome (MERS), avian flu, SARS coronavirus 2 (which causes 

Covid-19), to mention a few. 

The clearest example of global health law is the 2005 World Health 

Regulations (IHR), a legal instrument under the auspices of the WHO and 

revised following the SARS epidemic, which provides an international 

regime for the control of transmissible diseases. The IHR set out a decision 

instrument for determining when national disease outbreaks are reportable to 

the WHO on the basis that they are a “public health emergency of 



international concern.” They also require countries to identify a national focal 

point for communications with WHO. 

Thus, human health, like environmental ecosystems, is essential to 

humanity’s survival. It must be the focus of a forward-looking operational 

mobilization involving science and data, enabling governments to anticipate 

the issues at stake and provide an appropriate early response beyond the strict 

curative measurers. This must be done in a collective and coordinated 

manner, from the national, regional and global levels, guided by 

implementable and enforceable health legislation. According to the WHO, 23 

percent of global deaths are linked to the damage and destruction of our 

natural environment while millions of people suffer from illnesses related to 

unhealthy and unnatural environments. In support thereof, research and 

anecdotal evidence from the field reveal the interconnectedness of what we 

do with our natural ecosystems and the rise of pandemics. The trend is 

attributed to the “complex connections between virology, biodiversity, 

climate change, poverty, food safety and population growth.” Indeed, many 

of the environmental challenges today lay at the intersection of science and 

international relations. 

Promoting connections with nature through science diplomacy should be a 

key part of any post-pandemic recovery strategy. 



“Science is more eternal, more human, more universal…When humanity is 

enlightened and redeemed…when peoples are free…when justice prevails, 

and man is simply a citizen of the world…only science will be left.” (Jose 

Rizal, El Filibusterismo, 1891) 
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