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What is your impression of Japan?

That is the question | regularly had to
answer while visiting several universities
there, as a fellow of the Japan Society for the
Promotion of Science. The question of course
refers not only to the beautiful country but
also to its people. On this point I can only
reproduce parts of my report to the JSPS
because it summarises the many discussions |
enjoyed, sometimes late in the night, with
many of my hosts. | have been very
impressed by the dedication of all my hosts
and their students. Their sense of organisation
has greatly simplified my visit. Consequently,
| was surprised to note that this sense of
organisation, deeply rooted in each individual,
seems imperfect on a larger management lev-
el.

—1 found inconvenient and irrational, even
inefficient in terms of scientific research, the
fact that some groups are scattered in differ-
ent buildings in their university. Ideas stem
from spontaneous discussions, which are
hampered by the geographical dispersion.

-1 was shocked to visit laboratories
equipped with state of the art instrumentation,
yet no or little assistance from technicians or
engineers for whom institutions should pro-
vide support. As a result, | have seen
researchers making a lot of petty mechanical
tasks to maintain their laboratory. This is a
waste of time and money. Research is creativ-

ity, no maintenance work.

-Time is wasted in doing such repairs
because, meanwhile, the research person is
not thinking, elaborating projects or reading
scientific news, which is utterly necessary to
stay on the cutting edge of science.

—Time, data collection and education are
wasted when the research person is actually
involved in thinking, teaching, elaborating
projects or reading scientific news, yet the lab
is not operative because nobody is there to
keep instrumentation running. In several
places an answer has been to misuse students
on such duties, which is not the sort of qualifi-
cation we should expect from them. They
rather should be curious people raising ques-
tions on knowledge, which Professors hesitate
to ask themselves. As a Professor and a
father, 1 have experienced that efficiency at,
and depth in learning depends on the enthusi-
asm about the studied discipline. Where is
the intellectual motivation in cleaning
machines?

—Money is wasted unless Japan is rich
enough to pay a technician with a Researcher
or Professor salary, which is what both are
while maintaining their experimental laborato-
ry and analytical facilities. When | see a
Professor changing a fuse in an apparatus, |
believe he is a dearly paid technician, which
means faulty management of his money and
time. Of course, he is not guilty for it.

—I noticed a similarly faulty routine with the
administration and informatic systems, which
are mostly carried out by students and acade-
mics. Trained informaticians responsible for
systems of a few teams and trained secretaries
taking care of management and many small
duties would be much more efficient and cost-
effective.

| have often heard that the education sys-
tem in Japan is going private. | wish to
express my personal conviction that the idea
is deluding. Economists, who are money tech-
nicians, contend that what costs nothing is
worth anything. However, an education sys-

tem that would be based on economical profits
is self-destructive. Obviously, an educated
person has gained and therefore benefited
enormously from her studies. Should parents
be charged for it, or should the student later
refund costs invest in his/her education? This
is the basic question a private schooling sys-
tem has to answer to survive. Charging par-
ents is socially unfair, and private systems
have then to recognise that education is
reserved for kids of an economic elite where
intelligence, knowledge and motivation are no
prerequisite. This is what the European sys-
tem was until the XIX century, which is still in
effect in many developing countries. We see
where it leads. Reimbursement by students
after their education is not practicable and
overburdens young trained people even
before they began to be active, which is a mire
where to lose any momentum and enthusi-
asm, for life. Commercialisation and privatisa-
tion of high education goes to a rapid drop in
average level of education, hence quality of
research. A wild competition between com-
mercial teaching institutes is already on the
way. They sale perhaps more profitable tech-
nical knowledge but little culture. They open
no free space for imagination, research and
risk, although research is in essence unpre-
dictable. Privatisation is financially tempting,
yet dangerous in sophisticated society. As
parents cannot delegate education of their
children (communist states have tried), a
nation cannot subcontract formation of its
next generations. They will respect and serve
their educators and nations will loose their
identity.

A matter that goes beyond any national
identity is clearly the passion we all share for
our job. Therefore, inevitably, geology came
in discussion.

Why should field work be maintained?

Our social endeavour is to understand
Earth processes that are consequential to the
human society. If we build cities and large
facilities for several decades or even centuries,
we must be able to study and predict Earth
hazards over this time interval, thus study
Earth processes over a much longer time
scale. Indeed, catastrophic events may have
long return periods both in time and space, at
scales that are not accessible to laboratory
measurements. For example, how long do
tectonic stresses build up before an earth-
quake occurs? The time frame to study Earth
processes is several millions of years, which
means that geological work and fieldstudies
remain a prerequisite to any intelligent
approach of our planet. Now, geologists must
do geology otherwise who would do it? Can
we imagine an astrophysicist would not look
at stars? Dimensions of his Universe would
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be reduced to his screen and the calculation
power of his computer. Can we imagine a
medical doctor not curing sick people but
instead creating andcuring tamagochi sort of
patients? Each discipline deals with some
reality and ours is the Earth. There is only
one Earth, which we cannot bypass. She can-
not be substituted. There is no surrogate
Earth. Virtual geology is no geology. We
:must experience her, see as much as possible
to recognise her many faces. Like medicine,
the more we see the more we know and better
i we are at diagnostics. Research from regional
© to local scale can be useful to society to devel-
' op planning strategies with a good evaluation
of any natural hazard.

But is there any future at maintaining and
improving our expertise? Already we have
begun to reach other planets. The future is
burgeoning. If we cannot understand the
: Earth thanks to geological work, can we pre-
i tend to understand other planets?

Why are these questions so often raised?

Perhaps it results from the way geologists
¢ are perceived by other scientists and, there-
fore, from geologists behaviour. Thinking
about it, | wondered whether field geologists
do not appear as introverted and self-sufficient
persons. Often they take some strange proud
:in being THE specialist of ONE area. To do
i so, they are very active at keeping away out-
siders tempted to trespass into their private
i garden (or hunting ground). This protective
¢ attitude is suicidal. Science has made break-
through progresses after communication had
become an efficient tool for exchanging ideas
¢ and sharing experience. It is no secret that
still today a good library is key to the “cutting
i edge of science” and being fellow of the JSPS
is evidence that scientists rely on interaction.
Field geologists defending their own territory
look shivery. Scientists need to exchange and
confront ideas were they should stem, on the
outcrops and not in a room were arguments
cannot be displayed. Emphasis on territory is
repulsive to any external support. And let’s
not forget that one teaching of Buddha is that
: people making their field for their egos and
working for discrimination carry deception
: about themselves. Research from regional to
local scale can be useful to society only if it
has been first confronted to peer severe dis-
cussion, uncompromising evaluation and rival
approval. Research is a challenge that needs
ideas from all.

The Geological Society comprises such a
: number of scientists that it is surely a power-
¢ ful society. But it will be powerful only if it
. uses its strength to convince society that geol-
ogy is a thriving discipline.
: “In dreams begins responsibility” said
William Butler Yeats.
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