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' Technology is strug

Nanotechnology Conference:
What was not said “

The Conference on Nanotechnology
was held on 16 October,-2007, at the
BMICH organized by IESL. i

Enthusiastic participants from universi-
ties. industry and related institutions took
their seats to listen to some most interest-
ing and thought provoking speeches on
nanotechnology. For most it was like being
taken on a tour to another world where the.
rules are not the same as ours: that this
world which is strange and different had
lot of promise: that this world appeared,

. sometimes, like the wonderland where

Alice was once.
Prof Trssa Vitharana, Mmtster of Sci-

hvenng a prepared speech (prepared more
often’ by the organizers themselves), he

. was present at the forum to cover a large .
* part of the deliberations and even chaired -

the panel discussion, latér in the day.
It raised many interesting issues about

»'the development of technology and coun-

tn in general and getting expatriate help, in
the pre Qcess. The conference also did justice

1o the topic by drscussrng nanotechnology,

articular. its scope; its potential and its

:_future in Sii Lanka. Deliberations went in-
‘tosuch- details like tdentrfyrno equrpment '
.necessary for a take off.

Tt was such an important event that nor-
mal reportingof an event will not do jus-
tice to the subject. Hence this account of

.. the eventcovers not only what cropped up
during the session but also what did not:
) what was said and what was not.

. Speakers introduced nanotechnology
and presented various possrbthtles that

- nanotechnology could bring in to improve
the country; in terms of producn'vity (ener- |
gy efficiency in'particularj, developing su-"

perior products. preserving its natural envi-

" ronment, etc. The promises were immense .
and possibilities, according to speakers ‘

were unlimited.

chase. One major reason was that devel-
oped countries started well ahead of us

‘and they therefore were' able'to make. a
-head start. Buthé also said we have been .

far better in the past- than many other
countries. but then they; too have sur-
passed us later, One classrc country, he
said, is Korea.

In our public mind “Kore'a' meant
shanties as Korea was considered a very

poor country once. But we cannot even -

imagine what Koreans have achieved
over the last few decades..

There was general agreement in the au—.,
dience that we “missed the bus” not once .-
but several times, when looking back at -
the technological revolutlons that swept'

the world.

This is said'to be the fourth revolutron ’

lf we miss this time some other countries
too will be overtaking us in the race soon.
Already India and Chma has begun to
run fast. During the discussions it ap-
peared that the Ministry of Science and
gling to put things
right even within the government. Con-
vincing the people who allocate funds is

* hot a small task, it was revealed. Things

are moving though at a slower pace we
were made to believe.
.Focus of nanotechnology, it was ‘said,

. should be on local industry development

and value addition for our own raw mate-

" rial before leaving the shores. It remams
a quest}on whether surh restrictions are
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The conference theme was nanotechnology
for poverty alleviation. It was to be used to
achieve sustainable development. This is
probably why there were concerns about
leaving nanotechnology revolutionin the

"hands of developed countries, which will

bring in products such as cosmetics, knee
guards and stink resistant socks to our coun-
tries.The largerissues in energy, medical and
environmental fields will get scant attention
(especially those factors that will not have a
direct commercial gain) and the country will
not therefore be able to reap the actual bene-

fits of the revolution.

ecessary in undertakmg a technolo

- injtiativeof this natre, though the ques-v g

tion was not raised in the forum. Nobody
asked why this technology shouldn’t be
used in other products.

The conference theme was nanotech-
nology for poverty alleviation. It was to
be used to achieve sustainable develop-
ment. This is probably why there were
.concerns about leaving nanotechnology
revolution in the hands of developed
countries, which will bring in products
such as cosmetics, knee guards and stink
resistant socks to our countries. The larg-
er issues in energy; medical and environ-
mental fields will’ get scant attention (es-
pecially those factors that will not have a
direct commercial gain) and the country
will not therefore be able to reap the ac-
tual benefits of the revolution.

There was no one to dispute the above
position in the audience. No one asked,
by getting into the commercial bandwag-
on itself, whether a country cannot be-
come rich.

No one asked whether countries whtch

‘later joined the rich world did it through-

concentrating merely on poverty allevia-
tion initiatives or whether the ‘poverty

was alléviated by creating commercrally '
v fac1htat1ng environs. At least there 'was

* The minister emphasized that we arej
curtently far behind many countries in the
world in the technolocry and development L

not enough debate on the issue. Even the

“industry- participants:did not make their .

‘presence felt in'this part of the debate.
Not a single person asked whether we

“need to keep our options open than re-

strict ourselves at this initial stage.

It was said that as our costs are less we
would be in an advantageous position.
-No one dared to ask how our cost.could
be low, when thére is red tape, indecision,

’ ad1scourag1ng énvironment, etc. These’

hidden costs in'most countries exceed the
advantage of cheap labour and even the
benéﬁts of fewer taxes that they normally
offer the investors.

It was Said that our expatnates have the
necessary expertise in nanotechnology
whrch could be used as a potential re-
source in a nanotechnology initiative.
Many. asked how" they could be. used
when the conditions that sent them off-
shore still rematns and gets worse by the
day.

Nobody asked whether the experts
who are currently working inside the
country (as exhibited by some of the con-
tributions made-in the forum) with so
many odds against them are being looked
after or facilitated by the authorities be-
fore inviting additional experts -- the ex-
patriates.

There was also a concern about wheth-
er we are producing enough intellectuals
in the field of nanotechnology. Though it
was said that some universities are going
to start B.Sc and M.Sc programmes, the
necessity of updated foreign know- how
was also emphaitzed
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It was deliberated that not only finan-
cial incentives need to be made available
but also a facilitating environment has to
be created for scientists to work.
~ Some raised doubts whether we will
be able to do it given the mindset we
have; not only the politicians and bureau-
crats but our.own engineers and scientists
who hold positions. One example quoted
was an incident what happened during
the IT revolution. It was said that the first
computers brought to one department
was given to the top senior most individ-
uals who did not know what to do with
them, whereas there were engineers who
could use those. to do design, estimation,,,

ing on the tables of the seniors covered
tightly by dust covers and rarely saw sun- -
light. With such a mindset it was asked
whether the microscopes that are to be
brought for. nanotechnology would also
be end up in a senior’s custody without
reasonable access to actual scientists.

The necessity of a team based research
culture that encompasses more than one
discipline was emphasized, Again with
the current mindset and people whether
that could-be achieved, probably. needs

to be questioned, whrch was not. ade-» !

quately done.

There was concern that like in the so -
called ‘third revolution (IT and ICT),
whether “icons” and “gurus” will take"
the stage and chase out many other small:
players. It was emphasized that this time,
this-field should be kept open for a larger
number, allowing thousand “flowers to
biossom”. Hence emphasis was made
that this initiative should not end up “fer-

tilizing” one or few individuals to be-

come “hugely-grown trees” that would
create large shadows preventing any oth-
er plant to grow under those.

* While scientists emphasized “experts, :

knowledge and resources” as key factors

the_audience was not sure whether they -
were sufficient. It was said that how we |

organise ourselves, how we create the en-

vironment, sometimes might be crucial -

‘than other factors and in spite of the

availability of “‘experts, knowledge and .

resources” we might fail if we do not ad-
dress those

- 1t was said that nanotechnology will
come to the country whether we do any-
thing about it or not. It will come in the -
form of products, sometimes replacmg

- more of our conventronal products that ..
‘are in'the docal and even in the export

markets. The opportunity e see today if
not used will be transformed in to a threat
soon. -

But the panel discussion only revealed
that “progressive elements’ are weak in-
side the government and in the country.
At the end of the day, the minister was
expressing the same sentiments of the au-

"etcbutwerenotallowedto. | ot
. The result was,those machtnes werely-tn_

dience and the audience probably started ./ _

sympathizing with the minister for not.

being able to'push his agenda inside his
own government and probably was at the
receiving end like any one else in the au-
dience.

That would have prevented people ex-
pressing additional concerns as the signal

was that it is futile given the current con- !

text, where the minister was also seen as
powetless. It appeared that we might even
miss this fourth bus and go into history as a
country with a history but without a future,
unless we do something out of the box.
Nishantha Kamaladasa




