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Setting the Scene  
F2KS Conference KVAB,  28 -11-24 
Irina Veretennicoff , member of the KVAB, coordinator 
 
 
Ladies and gentlemen, Waarde Voorzitter en waarnemend Vast Secretaris, 
distinguished guests, friends and colleagues, and… last but not least : 
dear students,  
 
Is Flanders indeed on its way to a curiosity and innovation driven 
knowledge society?   
 
This is the question that we intend to address today during this 
international Conference entitled 
 
“Flanders Future as a knowledge society in perspective.” ( F2KS)  
 
Welcome to you, esteemed 25 experts and stakeholders who will throw 
your own light on the question by taking the floor in our different 
sessions.   
 
Welcome to you, the ladies and gentlemen from many horizons and 
important responsibilities who decided to spend the day with us and 
hopefully contribute to a debate that will for sure not be closed tonight!  
 
Welcome in this Palace, built in the 1820’s for the Kroonprins Wilhem van 
Oranje, in times when Belgium was part of the United Kingdom of… the 
Netherlands! Today it is home for five of the seven independent 
academies in Belgium. Our Academy, the Koninklijke Vlaamse Academie 
van België voor Wetenschappe en Kunsten is one of them.  
 
Most of you may know that our Academy has committed itself  to organize 
nine “Thinkers in Residence “ programs in the period 2013-2017.  
 
These programs aim at giving the Flemish Government but also our 
Society-at-large, an independent, high level, “academic " opinion on a 
topic of concern today and a source of even more concern for tomorrow.  
 
The rules of the game are the following:  
 
- the topic is determined by one or more of the four classes of the 
Academy.  

 
In our case, it were the members of the class of Natural Sciences - that I 
had the privilege to direct last year - who came up with the Flanders’ 
Future as a Knowledge Society (F2KS) theme. 

 
- the process is guided by a well-known international expert in the field, 
a “Thinker”, invited by us, to spend 40/45 days – not in a row! – at the 
Academy.  

 
His responsibility is to feed the discussions around the chosen theme, with 
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members of the steering group and many other stakeholders in Flanders.  
 

By the end of his/her stay he/she is expected to organize a Conference… 
such as the one we are organizing today! 
 
It was not difficult to identify Professor José Mariano Gago as the 
best possible potential “Thinker” for our project.  
 
Ladies and Gentlemen, for those of you who don’t know him already, 
please find Prof Gago’s short CV in this Conference brochure. I am sure 
that you will share our opinion.  
 
Let me just emphasize one of his remarkable achievements. 
Minister for Science and Technology for seven years (1995-2002) followed 
by a second mandate including Higher Education (2005-2011), José 
Mariano Gago realized the tour de force to bring his country and especially 
its youth into an unprecedented motion towards a curiosity driven society. 
Portugal in action for research, technology and science education: quite 
impressive for a country that was just recovering from 48 dark years of 
dictatorship and ignorance.  
 
On another scale and in another context, isn’t this precisely one of the 
objectives of Vlaanderen-in-Actie?   

  
So we invited José Mariano Gago to become our thinker in 
residence. And we are grateful that he accepted the challenge.  
 
I do not wish to anticipate on what will be discussed today.  
 
Let me just tell you that Flanders has made great progress on its way to a 
Knowledge Society.  Many excellent and important studies were realized 
by the VRWI.  Innumerous programs and incentives, to stimulate 
research, education, and innovation for business and industry have been 
launched.  
 
But we have to admit that the return on these investments is not as 
strong as expected. There is no reason for complacency.  
 
Is Flanders indeed on its way to the knowledge society we are dreaming 
of?  
 
“Knowledge Society”, much more than a buzzword! 
 
The UNESCO World Forum defined it as follows in 2005. A definition that 
has become generally accepted: today is counts 37 million hits on the 
internet!  
 
“A knowledge society generates, processes, shares and makes 
available to all members of the society knowledge that may be 
used to improve the human condition.”  
 
In other words:  



  3 

 
An ideal KS is an inclusive information society, sustained by a competitive 
economy. The country must be rich and democratic. All citizens should 
have access to an efficient communication infrastructure.  
 
A Knowledge Society is sustained by a Knowledge Economy, but 
should not be identified with it.  
A Knowledge Society is sustained by an information society, but 
should not be identified with it.  
 
A Knowledge Society is a society in which intellectual and technical 
knowledge is valued as the primordial asset.  
 
A knowledge society highly respects and valorizes the people who 
generate and transmit that knowledge, the teachers, educators, science 
communicators, and well educated science journalists.  
 
It gives strong support to man and women researchers, discoverers, 
inventors, innovators. It values the scholars, persons of high literary or 
scientific attainments 
 
In a knowledge society each citizen of any age is stimulated and educated 
to remain amazed by the wonders of Nature, the development of 
technology, the act of individual creation, the evolution of society …and 
try to get some understanding of this all.   
 
He/she is stimulated to interrogate others, read, write and take the time 
to think. These activities should be a natural part of his/her life.  
   
In contrast with what was generally admitted in the past, a Knowledge 
society cannot go without giving to a certain extend and to every citizen 
STEAMM literacy (Science – all sciences, including life-and social 
sciences –, Technology, Engineering, Arts, Mathematics and Medicine) and 
educating STEM knowledge workers to the highest standards, because 
they are so much needed for the knowledge economy.   
 
That is why we will devote a large part of this morning to discuss 
education and particularly science education.  
 
Prof Gago, may I kindly ask you to take over the floor and present our 
first guest speaker, Professor Svein Sjöberg? 
 
 
  
 
 
 


