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OPINION

A Portuguese Science
Association Reaches Out

How do you change the public's perception of science in a country where
it's not valued?

Portugal is a country where being a
scientist is still not considered a career
by most of its population and it's a place
where funding for research comes
almost exclusively from government
sources. It is believed, among the
scientific community, that if the public is
more involved in scientific research, it
will better appreciate the benefits and,
eventually, directly contribute to
science.

Instead of just waiting for an unlikely
change, a group of young Portuguese
life scientists decided to work towards
that goal by creating the Associagio
Viver a Ciéncia (VaC). Founded in
November 2004, VaC is a unique, non-
governmental, non-profit organization
that seeks to establish itself at the
forefront of promotion and fund-raising
for science in Portugal.

The VaCis already making a difference because it is in the
process of changing attitudes towards seience and
scientists in Portugal.

Since VaC's official launch, it has successfully undertaken various initiatives aimed at attracting
private investment for research and at promoting excellence in research by Portuguese
scientists. The VaC has created two privately sponsored annual prizes for young Portuguese life
scientists, and has organized several science communication events aimed at different target
groups, such as politicians, scientists, journalists, and the general public.

Among these events, the scientific photo competition and exhibition, "Laboratério de Imagens”
(Images Laboratory), took scientific images from the lab into Lisbon's renowned Belém cultural
center, and is now traveling around Portugal. The project "Science Meets the Parliament” raised
the issue of how parliament gets its scientific advice through a series of meetings of both
researchers and politicians. VaC has also published a booklet, Career Scientist: a portrait of a
generation on the move (available on-line at www . viveraciencia.org in an English version), which
described the careers of a number of outstanding young Portuguese scientists. The VaC also
organized workshops designed to improve scientists' communication skills, as well as "open
days" for the public to visit several Portuguese research institutions.






