
SCUOLA INTERNAZIONALE SUPERIORE DI STUDI AVANZATI
CORSO DI PERFEZIONAMENTO MASTER IN COMUNICAZIONE DELLA SCIENZA

“FRANCO PRATTICO”

Time, space and stories 
of fair science

Report for the final product

CANDIDATE
Luca Papapietro

SUPERVISOR
Mary Ann Williams

CO-SUPERVISOR
Dr. Francesco Scarel

Academic year 2020 - 2021





What this product is about 

This product is a short documentary, the goal of which is to underline the importance of
promoting basic science research in developing countries1. It is based on interviews with
four different protagonists. There are two main points of view: one is more informal, the
other more institutional.

The informal point of view is given by two students, Liên Le from Vietnam and Rolando
Ramirez from Peru, who just finished the Postgraduate Diploma Programme at the Abdus
Salam  International  Centre  for  Theoretical  Physics  (ICTP).  The  one-year  programme
prepares students from less-developed countries to access prestigious PhD programmes
around the globe, often in North America or Europe. They bring a first person experience
on the main issue of the product, telling their stories and sharing their concerns and hopes.

A broader and more institutional point of view is given by ICTP Director Atish Dabholkar,
and the Executive Director of The World Academy of Sciences (TWAS), Romain Murenzi.
They contribute to the documentary through a discourse on the importance on investments
in  basic  science  and  education,  in  order  to  incentivise technological  advancements,
increased resources and poverty reduction in the developing world.

Relevance for science communication 

It  has  been extensively  shown that  investments  in  research and development  have a
significant social return for advanced countries2. This fact given, one could assume that

the case is arguably even stronger for poor countries where a long literature argues that R&D is essential to
the “absorptive” or “national learning” capacity required to exploit technological advance in the advanced
countries.3

Later studies, though, show that for poor countries these investments are ineffective if not
supported by collateral policies such as 

education, the quality of scientific infrastructure and the overall functioning of the national innovation system,
and the quality of the private sector.4

Public opinion is not always aware of the importance of these measures. Developing and
poor  countries  have  bigger  problems,  and  investments  in  R&D may  not  seem like  a
priority.
Indeed these countries are often affected by famine, poverty, war, scarcity of resources,
and climate change.

1 The term developing countries, often recurring along the product, has a broad meaning. It comprehends countries 
on an initiated process of industrialization as well as countries in extreme poverty conditions.

2 See for example C.I. Jones, J.C. Williams, Measuring the social return of R&D, in «The Quarterly Journal of 
Economics», IV (1997), 113, 1119-1135

3 E. Goñi, W. F. Maloney, Why don’t poor countries do R&D? Varying rates of factor returns across the development 
process, in «European Economic Review», (2017), 94, 126-147
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Of  course,  the  present  product  does  not  in  any  way  suggest  a  dismissal  of  the
aforementioned issues in favour of political and economic strategies built solely on funding
the research and development sector of developing and poor countries. The intention is
rather to put a particular emphasis on how boosting R&D in developing countries, together
with  the  enhancement  of  the  education system and  the  collateral  infrastructures,  has
multiple, long-term beneficial effects, for it allows not only to find direct solutions to some
of the above-mentioned problems, but also has the advantage of growing the economy of
the countries, equipping them with the possibility to have more resources to share.

This does not mean, as one of the protagonists of the documentary states, that different
kinds  of  investments  should  not  be  performed to  address these  issues  more  directly.
However,  despite  the  absolute  necessity  of  tackling  those  issues  with  straightforward
financial  solutions, acting locally  is  not  enough,  and there is  the need for  a  long-term
strategy for countries that want to exit their poverty status. Promoting R&D and education
is fundamental to reach this goal. 

Nevertheless,  the UNESCO Science report  2021 shows that,  despite  the fact that the
global spending in R&D has reached a record high, most of the countries still spend less
than 1% of GDP in R&D, being the majority of the investments accountable to a limited
number of countries5.

The  approach  to  these  issues  within  the  product  is  to  concentrate  more  on  the
communicational  aspect of  the matter in question rather than focus on the specialistic
perspective.
There is little but precise information, diluted with the stories of the two Diploma students.
This is because, having to choose how to best use the time available, engaging the viewer
was deemed more effective than merely illustrating a series of data and technicalities. The
desired result is to trigger a reflection which hopefully brings the viewer to read up further
on the subject. 

This product has a broad audience as its target. We tried to present the structure and the
stories  in  a  way  that  recalls  universal  themes,  therefore  making  it  broadly  appealing,
especially  the  parts  regarding  the  two  Diploma  students.  The  theme  of  the  Diploma
students is one of travel, but within the time of their lives: their past, with a mixture of
nostalgia and the need to evolve; their present, the current challenges and friendships;
and their future, their hopes and ambitions.

Structure 

The structure of the product was thought to develop on two axes: a vertical one, where we
have a  more  and more broad point  of  view on the issues covered,  and a horizontal,
temporal one.

The vertical axis starts from the personal point of view of Liên and Rolando, protagonists in
first person of a path in which science policy is pivotal. They tell their stories from their

5 A. Audrey, Foreword, in «UNESCO Science Report 2021», https://www.unesco.org/reports/science/2021/en
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perspective as a part of an initiative aimed at promoting the exchange of knowledge in
developing countries.

Climbing the vertical  axis there is Professor Dabholkar.  He is Director of an institution
which operatively puts into practice policies of science development,  and he share his
opinion on the importance of this mission from the point of view of his role within ICTP.

At the top we find Professor Murenzi. He covers a position in an institution which deals
with science policy globally and has a broader view of the situation.

In  summary,  we  start  locally,  with  personal  experiences  and  we  finish  globally  with
institutional know-how.

The temporal axis covers past, present and future. Initially it was thought to apply this
pattern to all four protagonists, but it was kept only for Liên and Rolando, being deemed
limiting for the two directors. 

In  the  “past”  chapter  Liên  and  Rolando  talk  about  their  countries  and  their  past
experiences. In the “present” chapter they talk about their experience in Trieste and in
ICTP. In the “future” one, they share their hopes and ambitions.

The documentary is therefore divided in three chapters (plus a final part) where we see
respectively “past”, “present” and “future”. In each part we climb the vertical axis, starting
from Liên and Rolando, passing through Professor Dabholkar and finishing with Professor
Murenzi.

Interviews

The material  used  in  editing  was  selected  among a  consistent  amount  of  minutes  of
shooting.  Given the time limits  of  the product,  many aspects that emerged during the
interviews did  not  appear  in  the final  version.  The structure of  the  interviews and the
questions are reported below.

Liên and Rolando

Their interviews were shot in informal places functional to the narrative.
Their parts, being more informal, were meant to be more emotively engaging.
Below is the document that was sent to them to prepare for the interview.

PAST: the setting would be a place in Trieste that reminds of your home town or country or
a place that you particularly like.

 Introduce yourself: name, where you come from, what you are doing in Trieste. 
 Explain why this place reminds you of your home town or why you like it: “I like this place because…”
 Tell your story before arriving at ICTP: some anecdotes from your youth, why did you choose to

study in that particular field, the challenges you encountered during your formative path.
 Do you think there are issues in your home country that could be better approached with more

support to scientific research?
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PRESENT: this part will be shot at ICTP (courtyard, the bar, informal places).

 Talk about your experience at ICTP.
 Share anecdotes, if any, not necessarily related to science, of your life here in Trieste. 
 Try to talk, in a manner understandable to the general public, about your thesis work.

FUTURE: the setting will be some place evocative, like by the sea, or in Carso's hills. 

 Where do you see yourself in two years? Start with something like: “If I have to think where I’ll be in
two years, I see myself…”

 What are your plans and hopes for the future?
 Do you plan to return to your home country? What do you want to do there?

For the “past”, Rolando chose Viale XX Settembre as the setting, while Liên the Galileo
Guest House at ICTP.
For the “present” chapter the setting was the inside of ICTP.
For the “future” one we chose a place near Miramare Castle.

Professor Dabholkar and Professor Murenzi

For the two institutional protagonists a more formal kind of interview was chosen. The
settings were their offices.

The questions for Professor Dabholkar were the following:

 Why is it important for developing countries to invest in basic research?
 How does ICTP's Postgraduate Diploma Programme, for example, help build sustainable science?
 What are ICTP's future plans addressing the sustainable development of science?

The questions for Professor Murenzi were:

 According to you, what is the main challenge preventing developing countries from investing more in
basic science? Or, how to convince policymakers from developing countries about the importance of
investing in basic science? 

 What role can institutes like TWAS  play in bridging the science gap between North and South?
 What can be done to raise awareness of politicians to the importance of investing in basic science in

the developing world?

Technical details

This product was produced with the lowest budget possible.
The shootings were realised with three different cameras:

 a camera from an OPPO A72 smartphone;
 a Zoom q8 camera;
 a CANON 80d photo camera;

The audio was taken with a lavalier microphone for the interview to the two directors, while
for the interviews to Rolando and Liên the integrated ambient microphone of the Zoom q8
was used. 

6



This was motivated by the fact that there was very little time to follow Liên and Rolando,
and there was no time to procure a lavalier microphone in time.
The Zoom q8 microphone is of very high quality but it captured undesired ambient noises.
For the interviews to the directors I used the help of my colleague Tommaso De Lorenzi as
a second camera operator.

For editing and post production the software DaVinci Resolve 17 was used.
In post production it was important to do some color correction to uniform the shootings
from  different  cameras  and  correct  some  under-exposed  ones.  Furthermore,  it  was
necessary to clean the audio, specially the one taken with the Zoom q8 camera, because
of the background noises.

Most of the music used was taken from the YouTube music library and it is  covered by
Creative Commons license, except for one of the pieces which is of my production.
The drawings that appear at the beginning of each chapter were designed by me with the
use of a graphic tablet.

Conclusions

Working on this project was very enjoyable. I am really passionate about the topics treated
in the documentary. Using this expressive method to communicate these issues added a
nuance of challenge. If in the past I dedicated myself to video editing as an amateur, it was
for me the first time dealing with the shootings. I made mistakes but I also learned a lot. I
think the final product is a fine product and this motivates me to keep on pursuing this path
where I combine science communication with audiovisuals.
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