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● (1100)

[English]
The Chair (Mr. Lloyd Longfield (Guelph, Lib.)): I call the

meeting to order.

Welcome to meeting number 75 of the Standing Committee on
Science and Research. Today's meeting is taking place in hybrid
format, but everybody is here in person. It's great to see that.

You can choose the official language of your choice, of course,
on the device in front of you. Do keep the earphone away from the
microphone so that our interpreters don't receive the feedback that
causes injuries to their hearing. As well, direct your comments
through the chair.

It's now my pleasure to welcome, from the Office of the Chief
Science Advisor, Dr. Mona Nemer, chief science advisor of
Canada, as well as Dr. Geneviève Tanguay, vice-chief science advi‐
sor of Canada.

It's tremendous to have some time with you today to have a dis‐
cussion on Canada's science. Within our committee, of course,
that's where our focus is every week, so it will be great to hear from
you.

Dr. Nemer, you have five minutes to get us started.

[Translation]
Dr. Mona Nemer (Chief Science Advisor, Office of the Chief

Science Advisor): Good morning, Mr. Chair.

Good morning, everyone. Thank you again for giving me the op‐
portunity to talk to the members of the committee about science
and research in this country. I would also like to thank you for the
important work you do.

[English]

I really want to say how much your reports are appreciated. They
are thoughtful and are keeping science in the limelight and on the
radar in the country.

Since my previous appearance before the committee, my office
has been busy on a number of files, while continuing to provide in‐
dependent advice to government on vital issues for Canadians.

With the support and participation of the science community, we
have helped to define a vision for a new climate science strategy
and have identified emerging challenges and opportunities in Arctic
and subarctic scientific activity.

We have advised on, and will continue to inform, important deci‐
sions on the use of science in all aspects of emergency manage‐
ment, from preparedness to response to recovery.

As well, we are providing advice on the long-term health and so‐
cio-economic effects of the pandemic as well as the environmental
impact of some major infrastructure projects.

[Translation]

Recognizing the growing need for science in government and the
accelerating pace of technological change, we have launched a se‐
ries of analyses for the federal science community. These studies
aim to ensure that government decisions are based on the best sci‐
ence and scientific advice. In doing so, we are helping to maintain
and even strengthen public confidence in science and democratic
institutions.

That's why we remain committed to advancing scientific integri‐
ty policies, as well as open and safe science, which are core values
for our international collaborations. Indeed, we have established
fruitful research alliances with our international counterparts, as ev‐
idenced by the establishment of a France-Canada bilateral commit‐
tee and Canada's access to the European Union's Horizon Europe
program as an associate member.

[English]

All of these accomplishments are built on the contributions and
excellence of our extraordinary science community, and I'm eter‐
nally thankful for their support and engagement. They have helped
to grow Canada's scientific landscape and have made important
contributions towards solving some of the most pressing global
challenges. Canadians can be very proud of their country's well-
recognized science strengths.

We have an outstanding research system that supports creative
ideas, world-class infrastructure, multidisciplinary collaboration
and an inclusive science culture. However, in order to fully utilize
our assets and keep pace with our international peers, we need to be
on top of the rapidly growing areas of science and technology that
are advancing knowledge and attracting top talent from around the
world.
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The international landscape is diversifying, and there are more
players than ever before vying for leadership. So many fields of re‐
search are advancing at an exponential rate—from quantum re‐
search and AI to biotechnology and gene therapy to the promise of
fusion power and other clean technologies. At the same time, many
of them are converging. The global science race is not just expand‐
ing; it is accelerating. It is also shaping tomorrow's economy and
impacting communities.

Staying in the game is essential but will require focus and con‐
certed efforts across sectors. We need to not only improve our sup‐
port for Canadian research and researchers but also better utilize the
resources we already have and ensure that our research and devel‐
opment ecosystem is fit for the reality and demands of the foresee‐
able future.

I trust we can all work together to safeguard our reputation of ex‐
cellence in science and technology. It will directly impact our pros‐
perity, national security and international relations.

Thank you again for the opportunity to exchange with you on the
state of science and science advice in these important times.
● (1105)

The Chair: Thank you very much for your opening remarks.

We could dive into many of those, as I am sure we will. We have
a study coming up on the Arctic, and you mentioned that. We're just
about to undertake a study on research funding for universities. It's
great to have the time to talk.

I want to thank Rosemarie Falk and Lori Idlout for coming to our
committee as substitutes. It's great to have you here.

We'll now get started with our first round of six minutes each,
starting with Corey Tochor for the Conservatives.

Mr. Corey Tochor (Saskatoon—University, CPC): Thank you
very much.

Dr. Nemer, when your office was set up in 2017, it was reported
that it had budget of $2 million. What's your annual budget now?

Dr. Mona Nemer: I believe our budget has increased. I'm not
certain exactly what it is. I believe it's more around $3 million
or $3.5 million right now. I can certainly provide the exact budget
figure.

Mr. Corey Tochor: If you could provide that in writing, please,
it would be much appreciated.

May I ask your salary?
Dr. Mona Nemer: I regret that I'm unable to give you my salary,

because I haven't looked at it recently. I can just say that I have an
appropriate salary.

Mr. Corey Tochor: On your salary, is there a bonus component
to your compensation?

Dr. Mona Nemer: There is no bonus compensation for my
salary. I think it was set up this way to ensure my independence.

Mr. Corey Tochor: Was there any increase in salary from last
year to this year, though?

Dr. Mona Nemer: I believe I received the cost of living increas‐
es that everyone else received.

Mr. Corey Tochor: Do you know the percentage or the dollar
amount?

Dr. Mona Nemer: I'm very sorry, but I don't track this.

The Chair: Maybe we could get a financial report coming back
to us. That would be helpful. Thank you.

Mr. Corey Tochor: It's just a little bit alarming with regard to
this budget, but we'll find out what the actual dollar amount is.

I wanted to dive into a little bit of the good work that you do, and
the only annual report that's available is 2021-22. The report for
2022-23 is not available, 2023-24 is not available, and then our cur‐
rent year of 2024-25, I'm assuming, is not available.

When do we expect these back annual reports to be filed?

● (1110)

Dr. Mona Nemer: I think the 2022-23 annual report is the latest
report that was developed, as the calendar indicates. It is done. It's
imminent. It's right now being translated.

Mr. Corey Tochor: Do you have a target of how long it takes to
produce these annual reports? Should we be expecting future ones
to be two to three years behind, or...?

Dr. Mona Nemer: I think we're producing the annual reports to
the best of our ability. We are a small team. We actually do not have
an office that is dedicated to producing the annual reports the way
that other organizations, departments and agencies have in the gov‐
ernment.

We appreciate that the annual reports are very important. We
have promised to work in a transparent manner. Most of our activi‐
ties are actually put up on our website on an ongoing basis. I'm not
sure we have fallen that far behind in our annual reports, except
during the pandemic. I hope it's understood that our most pressing
issue was to provide the best advice to government and produce re‐
ports on the pandemic.

I appreciate the interest in our annual reports. I promise that you
will not be disappointed with the latest one.

Mr. Corey Tochor: To go back to the organization, you said it
doesn't have the people or capacity to do these annual reports on
time or in a shorter period of time. In terms of full-time equivalents,
how many people actually work in your office? Has the number in‐
creased since 2017?

Dr. Mona Nemer: When I arrived, there was space. There was
no one in it. We had two individuals provided to us on an interim
basis to support setting up the office, which we have done. I think
we've done so in a reasonable and appropriate manner, to set up—

Mr. Corey Tochor: Could we get a report on the—

Dr. Mona Nemer: —and to provide our mandate. Right now—

Mr. Corey Tochor: We're going to run out of time here. I'm sor‐
ry.
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Could you just—

Dr. Mona Nemer: Right now—

Mr. Corey Tochor: Chair...?
The Chair: I'm sorry; you're interrupting. Let her finish.
Mr. Corey Tochor: No, this is my time, actually.

I would request those answers in written form. I have a minute
and 10 seconds left.

In 2023 you attended the Trudeau Foundation final meeting for
the application of nominees. In 2020 you attended the Trudeau
Foundation and deputy ministers science committee. Would you
mind telling the committee more about your involvement in these
organizations?

Dr. Mona Nemer: As the chief science advisor, like my homo‐
logues in the country and outside the country, including, for exam‐
ple, in Quebec, the U.K. and the U.S., we are expected to take part
in the scientific life of the country. My involvement with the
Trudeau Foundation has been to chair the scientific review commit‐
tee, and I have no involvement other than ensuring the applications
are reviewed properly on a meritorious basis and a list of nomina‐
tions is submitted to the foundation.

The Chair: Now we're going to the next round. Go ahead, Dr.
Jaczek, please, for six minutes.

Hon. Helena Jaczek (Markham—Stouffville, Lib.): Thank
you so much, Chair.

Thank you, Dr. Nemer, for coming to visit with us this morning.

You may be aware that our committee recently concluded a study
on how best to integrate—or I think we preferred the word “braid‐
ing”—traditional indigenous observational knowledge into what we
consider more mainstream western science. I think we all found
that extremely interesting.

Could you describe how your office liaises in terms of science
and research in post-secondary institutions in order for our country,
for Canada, to understand what our indigenous people know? Have
you had a role in liaising between the various institutions, etc.?
● (1115)

Dr. Mona Nemer: Thank you for this question. This is a very
important topic for the country and for my office.

We've been involved in facilitating the weaving of indigenous
knowledge with western science and knowledge in many areas. To
help us do this, we have a researcher in residence in my office who
is an indigenous scholar from the University of Manitoba. This was
following a request from the post-secondary institutions for help in
terms of facilitating this, but also in the handling of indigenous
knowledge in terms of, for example, open science. How can we
manage this? How can we use it as evidence in impact assess‐
ments? We're involved in this.

We also have worked collaboratively with other departments to
set up I-STEM, which is “Indigenous” and “STEM”. It is a pan-
government organization that aims to facilitate the recruitment of
indigenous scientists and scholars but also to facilitate the under‐

standing of culturally sensitive issues and how best to liaise with
the community and so on.

We've had a number of round tables as well with indigenous
leaders, but as part of the CRCC, the Canada Research Coordinat‐
ing Committee, we have also done a number of things around in‐
digenous research. We've set up an indigenous circle. Just last
week, my colleague, together with the U.S. scientists at the Ameri‐
can Association for the Advancement of Science, organized a
workshop specifically on the use of indigenous knowledge and the
cultural sensitivities around this.

We're very much conscious of the important role that indigenous
knowledge can play, and we want to make sure that there are har‐
monious approaches to it across the country that are both culturally
sensitive and respectful of the communities.

Hon. Helena Jaczek: Thank you so much for that.

As part of your experience to date as Canada's chief science ad‐
visor, do you have any recommendations on how to improve coor‐
dination of federal, post-secondary and industrial science and re‐
search? Are there lessons learned that we could use to make some
recommendations as a committee to improve that type of coordina‐
tion?

Dr. Mona Nemer: I think the coordination of research is critical
for the country. With increasing pressure on precious resources, I
think we really need to find ways to work together better. I'm not
saying that this is not happening, but I think it could happen even
more.

I think starting to develop a national science, technology and in‐
novation strategy would be very helpful for the country. It will set
our ambitions and our objectives, and then everybody can play their
own part and role within this strategy so that there are no surprises
and there's no fragmentation and we're not spreading the wealth
thin, but at the end of the day, we'd actually have something to
show for it.

That's one of the approaches I think would be quite beneficial.

Hon. Helena Jaczek: Would you be prepared, as the chief sci‐
ence advisor, to lead that movement towards a national strategy?

Dr. Mona Nemer: I would be honoured and proud to do so if
asked.

My counterpart in Australia is in the midst of doing this, and it
would actually be an appropriate role for the chief science advisor
to lead it, but of course with great consultations and collaboration
with everyone in the country.

● (1120)

The Chair: Thank you.

Now we go to Mr. Blanchette-Joncas.
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[Translation]

Mr. Blanchette-Joncas, you have the floor for six minutes.
Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas (Rimouski-Neigette—Témis‐

couata—Les Basques, BQ): Thank you, Mr. Chair.

I would like to welcome the witnesses who are joining us.

Ms. Nemer, it's a pleasure to see you again today.

In 2015, Justin Trudeau's government promised to make Canada
scientifically competitive once again on the international stage. To‐
day, nine years later, what is your analysis of the concrete measures
taken by this government to achieve this goal?

Dr. Mona Nemer: The question of Canada's leadership on the
international stage is a very interesting one. As I said in my open‐
ing remarks, our future prosperity depends on it. So it's very impor‐
tant.

First of all, I'd like to remind you that I'm a scientific adviser and
I don't audit government measures. I can, however, comment on the
data and what has been done.

The government has continued to invest in science, research and
innovation in various ways. The challenge is that other countries
have made even greater investments. You can't ensure that you re‐
main a leader by continuing to do the same thing. When you're one
of the leaders, you can only go backwards. As such, you really have
to avoid going backwards.

In my humble opinion, we haven't seen such an acceleration of
change in science and technology since the end of the Second
World War. Exceptional circumstances call for exceptional mea‐
sures. It is clear that we need to double our investment in research
if Canada is to maintain its position. It's important that we keep our
place.

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Thank you, Ms. Nemer.

I'm going to rephrase my question.

What performance indicators tell us whether Canada is interna‐
tionally competitive in the scientific field?

Dr. Mona Nemer: We can look at different indicators, such as
the percentage of GDP devoted to research. The Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development, the OECD, publishes
this kind of analysis, which includes several variables. The first is
GDP. If our GDP improves, we must also improve our investments.
It's also important to know that these analyses are based on the sum
of investments by the federal and provincial governments, universi‐
ties, post-secondary institutions and industry.

These analyses exist, and they show that Canada has not even
maintained a stable position in recent years. Everyone needs to in‐
crease their investment in this sector, particularly the—

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: I'm going to continue with my
questions, Ms. Nemer.

What advice would you give the government on the investments
to be earmarked in the next budget to support Canada's scientific
ecosystem?

Dr. Mona Nemer: Mr. Chair, I clearly stated that I cannot make
recommendations to the government. However, I have made it very
clear in my public appearances that we need to increase investment
in research and improve our support for researchers and young re‐
searchers, for example through post-doctoral fellowships.

Since taking up this position, I have expressed my support for the
recommendations of the Naylor report, and I haven't changed my
mind since.

● (1125)

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Thank you, Ms. Nemer.

The Naylor report dates back to 2017. A few years later, the gov‐
ernment mandated an advisory panel to take another look at the sit‐
uation. This panel began its work in March. I'm an eternal optimist,
but above all I'm a realist. I put some questions to Nipun Vats, the
deputy minister responsible for science at Innovation, Science and
Economic Development Canada. He told me that, at the moment,
there is no real plan to implement the 21 recommendations of the
Bouchard report.

I'd like to know your opinion. You say you support the Naylor
report. Have you had any discussions with the government? What
advice have you given them about implementing the recommenda‐
tions of an independent panel mandated by the government?

[English]

The Chair: You have 20 seconds.

[Translation]

Dr. Mona Nemer: I support a number of the recommendations
in the Bouchard report, which are compatible with those in the
Naylor report.

There have been two reports in five years, and both recommend
the same thing and come to the same conclusion. So it's important
that we take them on board and act. As to whether I've been in‐
volved in discussions about what to do next, the answer is yes.

[English]

The Chair: Thank you.

As the testimony is coming forward, I'm thinking that a lot of
this can be used in our future studies, including the study Mr.
Blanchette-Joncas brought forward to the committee that we will be
beginning shortly.

Ms. Idlout, welcome again. You have six minutes.

Ms. Lori Idlout (Nunavut, NDP): Qujannamiik, Iksivautaq.

Thank you, Chair.

Thank you, Mona, for sharing your expertise at this committee.

I'm going to ask you two easy questions first, and then I'll proba‐
bly ask you more difficult questions.
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This committee is currently conducting a study of how to inte‐
grate indigenous traditional knowledge and science into govern‐
ment policy development. Has your office considered how to do
this?

Dr. Mona Nemer: My office has considered doing this. In fact,
we are reviewing, right now, our science integrity policy, which we
put forward back in 2018 and which has been adopted by all the
science-based departments and the government. We're reviewing it
precisely to incorporate two additional important items we didn't
have answers for before. One is the use of indigenous knowledge in
science advice. The other one is about the use of machine learning
and artificial intelligence in research and reports.

Yes, we are doing this.
Ms. Lori Idlout: Thank you. I also appreciated the responses

you had for another MP regarding the use of indigenous traditional
knowledge.

What advice would you have for the government on how to com‐
bine or bring these two knowledge systems into government poli‐
cy?

Dr. Mona Nemer: It's really important for the public—and, of
course, the elected officials are part of the public—to appreciate
what indigenous knowledge is. I'm not certain that it is well under‐
stood by many people. I think we need a lot of engagement and
some sensitization or education, if I can say that.

I will give the examples of the use of indigenous knowledge in
the north to predict migration of animal species, weather events or
production of food and other things. I think these are most definite‐
ly things that follow what we refer to as the scientific method, in
the sense that they are observations that lead to conclusions and
they are verifiable and have been repeated over and over. I think it
is really important to do this. We need to engage in ongoing, con‐
tinuous dialogue with different communities.

We're also doing this in our international engagement with other
countries—sensitizing them to the fact that we do need to incorpo‐
rate and be conscious of indigenous knowledge and indigenous
community perspectives in much of our research. I think Canada
can also be a leader internationally on this.
● (1130)

Ms. Lori Idlout: Qujannamiik.

I'll move on to a bit more difficult question. I do appreciate your
responses very much. They show that you've learned, to some ex‐
tent, what the realities are with respect to the experience of indige‐
nous peoples and what Canada's genocidal policies continue to do
to indigenous peoples.

A very specific example is that scientists and knowledge of sci‐
ence seem to be considered more highly than indigenous traditional
knowledge. What kind of approach do you take when those two dif‐
ferent forms of knowledge are in conflict with each other? How
would you make sure there was appropriate reconciliation so that
indigenous traditional knowledge would be the one used to help
guide decision-making?

Dr. Mona Nemer: Thank you for this difficult and complex
question.

I like to believe that the two knowledge systems can work hand
in hand and that there is no contradiction between them once peo‐
ple have a better appreciation and understanding of what each
brings to the equation. I prefer to think we can do it this way, but
we have a long way to go.

I will be very honest with you on this: Difficult doesn't mean im‐
possible. It just means that we have to work harder.

Ms. Lori Idlout: I think I'm running out of time.

I do hope that when you're doing your reports, you're continuing
to support indigenous traditional knowledge and that some of that
discussion revolves around how to make sure that indigenous tradi‐
tional knowledge is considered on par with science so that deci‐
sions that impact indigenous peoples are based on both knowledge
sets rather than on one over the other.

The Chair: You have 10 seconds.

Do you have a comment on that, Ms. Nemer?

Dr. Mona Nemer: Thank you.

We take this very seriously and we take it to heart. I can only
commit to continuing to work. We're using every opportunity we
have to do our bit. I sincerely believe in the place and role of sci‐
ence in reconciliation and I can only promise to continue working
towards that.

The Chair: Thank you.

Now, for the second round, we have Ben Lobb for five minutes.
Go ahead, please.

Mr. Ben Lobb (Huron—Bruce, CPC): Thanks, Mr. Chair.

Thank you for being here today. It's Dr. Nemer. Is that correct?

Dr. Mona Nemer: Yes.

Mr. Ben Lobb: I want to make sure I address you correctly.

I'm not going to go on about the annual reports too much, but
right in the mandate it says that you shall make an annual report to
the Prime Minister and the Minister of Science every year. Has any‐
body ever asked you where the reports were for the last three years
or two years? Has anybody contacted your office and asked you
about those?

Dr. Mona Nemer: Well, we keep the Prime Minister and the
Minister of Science informed of all our work.

For example, you mentioned the mandate requiring that we re‐
port on the state of the science workforce and the state of the sci‐
ence infrastructure, which we have done. We just put out an elabo‐
rate report, actually, in December on the science workforce. It's not
as if they're waiting for this one report to find out what we're doing
or what the recommendations are.

Mr. Ben Lobb: Is the document you presented to the Prime Min‐
ister and the Prime Minister's Office at the end of the year a public
document, or is that a cabinet briefing note to the Prime Minister's
Office?
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Dr. Mona Nemer: We put together, actually, a substantive report
on the science workforce. It's on our website and it was covered by
the media as well. It is very much a public report.

Mr. Ben Lobb: One other question I want to ask you is on inde‐
pendence.

As the chief science advisor, do you get to pick what you want to
investigate, or are you nudged and told you might want to consider
a certain topic? I noticed you did an interview and the Minister of
Health had asked you to conduct the long COVID study.

It's not criticizing you at all. I'm just asking this: Do you feel you
have the independence to study what you want, or are you advised
by a cabinet minister on what you should study?
● (1135)

Dr. Mona Nemer: Thank you for this question. I get asked this
very often, so it's very pertinent. It's very important to understand
the role.

We do both, anyway. The government can ask us for advice.
Sometimes it requires a report, a small study or a round table, but
we are absolutely free to decide on issues of importance that we
want to investigate.

Long COVID is a good example, because we had been tracking
the issue for a while and we'd had discussions with the Minister of
Health about it, who then felt something substantive needed to hap‐
pen that was beyond the Department of Health, because, of course,
the Department of Health provides this.

There are a number of things we do. We provide science notes—
Mr. Ben Lobb: Can I interrupt you for one second?

When you're asked by the health department to do a study on
long COVID, are you provided an additional budget, or is the ex‐
pectation that you'll do it out of your own internal budget?

Dr. Mona Nemer: The expectation is that we do it from our own
internal budget. We don't get any extra funding for any of the extra
work.

Mr. Ben Lobb: Can I ask you one other question?

When you're putting together your plan to study long COVID on
the recommendation of the health minister—and I know you are a
well-respected molecular cardiovascular researcher—does the idea
ever come up that if you're going to look at long COVID, you
should also look at whether there are any potential harms the vac‐
cine did to people? We see that in the news all the time.

Do you have the independence to say that you will study this, but
if you're going to look at everything to do with COVID, you should
look at all of it?

Dr. Mona Nemer: We absolutely have the ability to do this. This
is exactly how it happens.

Even when the government asks us for advice on the use of sci‐
ence in a particular case, we assemble our own experts. We don't
need any vetting from the government. We don't seek any vetting
from the government. We do all the work independently and pro‐
vide the report. Again, depending on how many of these we do, you
can appreciate—

Mr. Ben Lobb: Can I ask one last quick question? Before you—

Am I at time?

The Chair: Yes. Perhaps you could share time within your
group. They are very good questions, and it's a good discussion. We
need to understand the governance, so thank you for that.

We'll go to Ms. Diab for five minutes.

Ms. Lena Metlege Diab (Halifax West, Lib.): Thank you, Mr.
Chair.

Dr. Nemer, thank you very much. It's wonderful to see you again.
Thank you for coming back to our committee. I know that you ap‐
peared once before as a witness. Let me thank you again for your
contributions to our foundational first study and for the insight you
shared with us at the time, when we studied graduate scholarships
in June.

Personally, I think having a chief science advisor for our country
is a big deal. Canadians should know more about the role and the
work you've done and are doing and should be able to see and feel
that scientific inquiry is valued and put to use in our country and in
our policy-making.

For the benefit of those watching us at home throughout the
country, your current post dates back to 2017, but you've come to
this post with a long record of contributions to science in Canada. I
know that you've trained more than 100 graduate and post-graduate
students in your career, and have mentored and counselled many
more. You're a leader in the field of molecular cardiology and have
helped to make great strides in heart health with your research.
You've also published over 200 academic publications and have
made significant contributions to Canada's response to the pandem‐
ic.

This is work that not only keeps people safe and supports their
health, but gives hope: hope that science can be put to use to better
our world. In fact, I think where we met you in the last couple of
years was at the Science Meets Parliament event. The number of
students who have been coming here and have been introduced to
the parliamentary work we do is so crucial in their fields, but also
in our fields as parliamentarians, so that we can better connect.

I want to take this opportunity so that it does not go past me to
say that it's very nice for me personally to see a fellow Lebanese
Canadian woman in your position making a big difference in
Canada. Thank you.
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Your work as chief science advisor is broad. Your office provides
advice to government on improving support for quality research
and enhancing the science advisory function within government, in‐
cluding processes for science-informed decisions. I felt it was im‐
portant to put that on the record, because it really makes a big dif‐
ference.

In the age of disinformation, science has become political. Can
you talk to the committee about the impact of disinformation on
science? How can we combat it and what can your office do to
safeguard science? What is the role that your office can play in pro‐
tecting science in Canada? It's a pretty broad question, but I'm go‐
ing to leave the opportunity for you to enlighten us on that.
● (1140)

The Chair: You have two minutes.
Dr. Mona Nemer: Thank you very much. I'm humbled by your

generous comments. It's a privilege to serve the country and to con‐
tinue to serve science.

Disinformation and misinformation are issues that we all take
very seriously. I think they're not only a threat to science; they're al‐
so a threat to democracy. They're a threat to how people carry out
their lives. One thing for sure is that we can't always be on the reac‐
tive side and trying to correct what's out there that's not exact. We
need to be proactive. I think transparency is our best ally.

Personally, I think we need to enhance scientific knowledge in
the country so that people can tell by themselves what are appropri‐
ate sources of evidence and so on, but I think we need to involve
the public in our deliberations.

I salute the report you put out in terms of citizen science. It's re‐
ally with this in mind that we work, that we engage continuously
with the public, but it's also that we take on specific projects.

Your colleague asked me if we take on topics ourselves. One of
the topics that we have decided to report on, to produce, is called
“Sky Canada”. It's about unidentified aerial phenomena. The reason
we have taken this on is not because we believe one way or the oth‐
er about extraterrestrials or anything like that; it's because we be‐
lieve it's important that we have a scientific approach and trans‐
parency in how we assemble the information—

The Chair: Thank you.
Dr. Mona Nemer: —precisely to avoid any conspiracy theories

and so on and so forth. This is just one example that we can—
The Chair: I'm sorry to cut you off, but we're at time. I appreci‐

ate that.

Monsieur Blanchette-Joncas, you have two minutes, please.

[Translation]
Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Ms. Nemer, I have a brief but important question for you. What
is the current priority in terms of organizational change to ade‐
quately support the scientific ecosystem in Canada?

Dr. Mona Nemer: I'm not sure I understood the question cor‐
rectly.

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: May I rephrase it? In your
opinion, what should be our priority if we are to be competitive in‐
ternationally? What would you recommend?

Dr. Mona Nemer: In Quebec, the research funding system has
just been overhauled. This will enable it to better support interdisci‐
plinary research and to speak with a single voice on behalf of Que‐
bec's research and science community.

As I may have already mentioned, at the federal level we need a
science, technology and innovation strategy. We need to put in
place the tools, the capabilities and the funding necessary to ensure
its success. However, we also need to ensure that our system can
support these ambitions through our organizations, our collabora‐
tion with the provinces, institutions, etc.

I think that's fundamental, and I hope that the scientific advice
component will also be strengthened.

● (1145)

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: What would be the conse‐
quences of not acting on the priorities you have just mentioned?

Dr. Mona Nemer: During the pandemic, we saw the conse‐
quences of not having the scientific, technological and innovation
capacity to meet our needs. If we have to obtain technologies from
elsewhere, we will be at the bottom of the waiting list. We won't be
present to decide on the standards for these technologies or to share
our values when they are deployed. This could have far-reaching
consequences for us.

What's more, given the very serious competition from other
countries that have put research and development at the heart of
their economic development, we run the risk of falling even further
behind.

[English]

The Chair: Thank you. You went a little over, but I thought that
was a good point you were developing. Thank you for that.

Ms. Idlout, you have two and a half minutes, please.

Ms. Lori Idlout: Qujannamiik.

Just to very quickly follow up on my last line of questioning re‐
garding indigenous traditional knowledge and how some of that
knowledge conflicts with science, a specific example in Nunavut is
around polar bears. Inuit had managed to conserve polar bears
while hunting them and being sustained by them. The knowledge
behind science I understand is increasing, but Inuit knowledge is
still being ignored to a great extent, resulting in what Inuit are say‐
ing now: With the overpopulation of these predators, there has to be
no choice but to kill them because of the quota system.
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I just wanted to follow up to say how important your words were
to say that indigenous traditional knowledge needs to be used, be‐
cause it is science, and just to really push with this committee,
when you're considering science, how traditional knowledge could
be used to guide decision-making. There are very direct impacts
when indigenous traditional knowledge is not being used.

To get to my conclusion, I want to ask you what your experience
is with the Truth and Reconciliation calls to action and whether you
know if there are any calls to action around science.

Dr. Mona Nemer: Yes, there are actions around research and the
participation of indigenous people in research about them, and that
affects them as well. That's something that I very much support. As
I said, with the Canada Research Coordinating Committee, we do
have an indigenous circle that is informing our directions in terms
of research programs and working with indigenous leadership on
this.

If I may, I would also like to take the opportunity to mention that
the example that you've given about polar bears—predators—actu‐
ally exists for other species as well. It's really very important. I
think it's a perfect example of where western science can actually....
We need to incorporate climate change, right? I think that can be
done in terms of the modelling using the tools of western science,
but the elements that we put into those equations have to also come
from traditional knowledge.
● (1150)

The Chair: Thank you.

Thank you for that line of questioning.

The committee is getting more and more into indigenous tradi‐
tional knowledge. The study we just completed has been a real eye-
opener for a lot of us, so it's very important.

Mr. Tochor, you have five minutes, please.
Mr. Corey Tochor: Thank you very much.

I'll just pick up on some of the studying you're doing that my col‐
league Ben Lobb was talking about. You've identified that the UFO
study that you're doing right now is something that you initiated on
your own. What are the other studies that you're conducting right
now?

Dr. Mona Nemer: We have a number of studies that we are con‐
ducting right now. I'm happy to provide a list in case I forget some,
but we are doing a study on the use of science and emergency pre‐
paredness, with recommendations based on what we've seen from
the lessons learned from the pandemic.

Mr. Corey Tochor: Can I stop you right here? Please send that
list.

However, on that study on COVID that you're doing, are you
questioning some of the things that we did as a country—that there
are some things we did well, some things that, given an opportuni‐
ty, we would do again? Is that part of it?

Dr. Mona Nemer: The answer is yes, in the sense that we're not
concerned with operations. We're really concerned with the science
and the science advice, particularly for emergencies.

Yes, there are things that we did well and there are things that we
can improve. Especially in emergencies that will last for a long
time, we need to have sustainable systems. These are the kinds of
things that we're looking at.

Mr. Corey Tochor: There were reports recently last month about
the negative impacts of our policies around schools and the belief
that locking down and limiting school use was negative to that gen‐
eration. Will you be studying that?

Dr. Mona Nemer: This is really a very interesting question, be‐
cause during the pandemic, we actually did a study on COVID and
children. If I recall well, we made a number of recommendations,
including keeping schools open for children, because we have to
weigh health, the educational outcome, psychological and mental
health, and the societal things. We have been wondering whether
we should be revisiting some of the reports that we did that were
using the knowledge that was up to date at that time, so it's an inter‐
esting question that you're asking me.

Mr. Corey Tochor: Can you forward that study to our commit‐
tee afterwards, with the other questions?

Dr. Mona Nemer: I beg your pardon?

Mr. Corey Tochor: Could you forward me that study that you
did, the one about COVID and—

Dr. Mona Nemer: I absolutely can, and with pleasure. It's on our
website.

Mr. Corey Tochor: You spoke earlier about briefing different in‐
dividuals. When was the last time you, in person, briefed the Minis‐
ter of Science? What was the month?

Dr. Mona Nemer: I'll have to check my calendar, because I ac‐
tually communicate with him very much by text and phone, so I
will have to check when I last met with him in person.

Mr. Corey Tochor: Please do. It's good that you're texting with
ministers. Hopefully, it's questions they have and answers that you
might be providing.

I don't want the date—to make it as broad as possible—but when
was the last time you were in the same room as the Prime Minister?
I just want the month; it doesn't have to be the date. Was it this
year, last year or the year before?

Dr. Mona Nemer: I mean, we're only two months into this year,
so it's not this year. That much I can say.

Being in person, like now, is fantastic. Of course, during the pan‐
demic, this was not possible. For a while after the pandemic, we
continued to have virtual meetings and so on. I'd be happy to pro‐
vide the exact date.
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I just want to reassure the member of the committee that I am in
touch with the Prime Minister's Office. It does respond to our in‐
quiries. We provide it with recommendations, and it does acknowl‐
edge receiving them.
● (1155)

Mr. Corey Tochor: Did you provide any advice on the Arrive‐
CAN app?

Dr. Mona Nemer: Mr. Chair, I'm a science advisor. I appreciate
that science can be everywhere, but no, I don't provide advice on
everything. In this particular instance, I had no role.

Mr. Corey Tochor: I just want to clarify.

There were no questions to your office about whether this was
scientifically needed or about whether the research showed that
something like this was needed. There was no communication from
the government to you on anything to do with ArriveCAN.

The Chair: We're at time. Give a brief answer.
Dr. Mona Nemer: There were no communications on this.
Mr. Corey Tochor: Thank you.
The Chair: Thank you.

Now, to round up this second round, it's Ms. Bradford for five
minutes, please.

Ms. Valerie Bradford (Kitchener South—Hespeler, Lib.):
Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Thank you to both of our witnesses for being with us here today.

Dr. Nemer, much of the last annual report centred around
COVID-19. As you're presumably shifting your focus away from
this and as we learn to live with COVID, what are the current future
issues that preoccupy you in your office?

Dr. Mona Nemer: We've been quite preoccupied and active on
several areas of climate science and biodiversity science. We've
worked closely with Environment and Climate Change Canada and
have supported them in the development of the climate science
strategy that was released a week ago. We continue to work with
them on the biodiversity science front.

I'd just like to say that science is not only about identifying the
cause of the problem; it's also about proposing potential solutions,
about monitoring progress and about implementation science as
well. We do quite a bit there.

Right now, we're also updating the guide on science advice for
the federal government, which dates back to 1999. We're continu‐
ing our work on open science. Specifically, right now we're looking
at a framework for the research data. That's something that is very
important, among other things.

Ms. Valerie Bradford: Thank you for that.

I understand that you have a youth council. Can you talk to us
about your youth council? What are the issues that are top of mind
for our young people? How are they contributing to the work done
by your office?

Dr. Mona Nemer: We have the second cohort of the youth coun‐
cil. The first cohort, you may have noted, actually provided a sub‐

stantive report on their vision for science in the country. I think it's
really important to engage youth.

With regard to the new youth council, usually we involve them
with the different reports that we're doing. They also carry out a
project on their own. I believe the new cohort is actually interested
in indigenous knowledge. I can't remember what other thing they
have decided to do.

I would encourage you, actually, to have them here one day.
They're really a great bunch of very enthusiastic, smart, caring indi‐
viduals.

Ms. Valerie Bradford: What's the age range on your youth
council?

Dr. Mona Nemer: When we recruit them, if I'm not mistaken,
it's 18 to 30. It's not about what they're doing or whether they're stu‐
dents or not. It's the age range.

Ms. Valerie Bradford: How do you go about recruiting them?
How is the outreach done?

Dr. Mona Nemer: It's an open call.

We get a lot of help from the youth organizations, universities
and institutions. The institutions are very proud when one of their
students is selected for the committee, so we get a lot of help. The
first time, we had over a thousand applications. The second time,
we decided to make it a bit harder.

● (1200)

Ms. Valerie Bradford: Do you ensure there's a broad range from
across Canada so that it's not just one region that participates?

Dr. Mona Nemer: Yes, absolutely. We ensure we have a gender
balance and that it's representative of the entire country. We have
indigenous people on the committee, and we have people from visi‐
ble minority communities.

This is the approach we have for all of our committees, not just
the youth committee. We strive to have as much diversity and in‐
clusivity as possible.

Ms. Valerie Bradford: Thank you so much. It's interesting.

The Chair: Thank you.

We're now going into the second half of the meeting.

By the routine motions, we'll be following the same format as
this last round, with five minutes, five minutes, two and a half min‐
utes, two and a half minutes, then five and five.

We're starting off with Mr. Soroka for five minutes.

Mr. Gerald Soroka (Yellowhead, CPC): Can it be six minutes?



10 SRSR-75 February 27, 2024

The Chair: The committee can decide to change that, but....
Mr. Gerald Soroka: That's fine.

Thank you, Dr. Nemer, for coming today.

Were you or your office asked for advice on policy about sensi‐
tive technology research and the related banned entities list?

Dr. Mona Nemer: We have been involved with the government
in the general area of research security and the identification of sen‐
sitive technologies, but that's the extent of our involvement. We
haven't gone any further.

Mr. Gerald Soroka: What was the nature of your advice to
them?

Dr. Mona Nemer: Our advice was around the identification of
sensitive technologies, engaging with post-secondary institutions
and the importance of harmonizing our approach with our allies and
similar-minded countries.

Mr. Gerald Soroka: Do you feel your advice was reflected in
the policy and the banned entities list, as well?

Dr. Mona Nemer: As I said, we don't audit whether the govern‐
ment follows our advice or not, and there's a reason for that. We
don't want this to influence our advice. We don't want to self-censor
and only advise on what we think they will follow. I just want to
make this clear.

The other thing is this: We're not involved in policy develop‐
ment, other than providing advice on the areas related to science.

Mr. Gerald Soroka: You haven't gone back and looked at the
policy to decide whether they've taken your advice or not.

Dr. Mona Nemer: As I said, we don't audit what the government
does.

If I may, I want to say that research security is a very important
and serious issue that goes beyond lists and sensitive technologies.
Of course, this is one component, but research security has to be
something that happens every day for everything.

It's also the way we conduct research and safeguard data in our
labs and research institutions. It's about the support we provide to
researchers to help them make sure their data is not being manipu‐
lated and so on.

Mr. Gerald Soroka: Thank you for that.
Dr. Mona Nemer: We have provided advice on that aspect as

well.
Mr. Gerald Soroka: Considering Huawei's collaborations with

Canadian universities and its ties to the Beijing government, what's
your view on its absence from the banned entities list?

Dr. Mona Nemer: Mr. Chair, I honestly think this is a question
that should be directed to others, including institutions and govern‐
ments.

The Chair: That is a policy question, possibly more than—
Dr. Mona Nemer: I'm here to provide you with the work we do,

not my opinions.
Mr. Gerald Soroka: If you don't want to answer, I understand.

If you have time, your 2021-22 annual report states that “Securi‐
ty should not serve as an excuse for turning inward” and that the
“collaboration...has [often] supported peace”.

Is that something you stand by, even though Canadian research
collaboration has been used by foreign regimes to enhance their
military capabilities?

● (1205)

Dr. Mona Nemer: I believe that science can be a force for good.
I believe in science diplomacy. It doesn't mean that you have to be
naive and enter into any collaboration at any price.

I can give a number of examples of fruitful collaborations be‐
tween adversaries. I believe that as we speak and despite the con‐
flict in the Middle East, the SESAME particle accelerator, for
which people from different groups in the Middle East are in‐
volved, is still working.

Mr. Gerald Soroka: Okay. Can I just interrupt for a second?

Would you be able to provide the committee, in writing, with the
number of times members of the government cabinet have asked
your office for advice from the start of 2022 up until now, and the
description of the advice they were seeking? Could you provide
that to us in written form, please?

Dr. Mona Nemer: I believe we can do this, to the best of our
knowledge, Mr. Chair.

The Chair: Thank you very much for that.

Now we'll go to Mr. Turnbull for five minutes. Go ahead, please.

Mr. Ryan Turnbull (Whitby, Lib.): Thanks, Chair.

Maybe just before I begin with questions for you, Doctor, I will
say that the banned entities list that Mr. Soroka was asking about
includes post-secondary institutions. Our government has made it
very clear that the ban doesn't apply to companies, but we have giv‐
en guidance on companies as well and how certain companies
should not be funding research.

I will get back to the topic at hand here. Thank you so much for
being here. Thank you for the work you do. We greatly appreciate
it.

I want to ask you a little bit about disinformation.

Recently I read an article, I believe in the Toronto Star, entitled
“Study confirms vaccine safety”. I understand that the study was
the largest, most comprehensive study on COVID–19 vaccines. We
know that 99 million people were vaccinated as part of this study,
and that 34 researchers, including Canadian scientists, participated
in the study and collaborated on it. Dr. Jeff Kwong was recently
quoted in this article saying, “The bottom line message is that
COVID vaccines are very safe.” There's a Canada research chair
who said, later on in the article, “You don't live your life worrying
about being killed by lightning—and you're more likely to be
struck by lightning than to have an adverse event.”
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I'm very concerned about the resurgence of polio due to vaccine
hesitancy and I feel as though the disinformation in this country
that's being disseminated, mostly online, is having an impact on
people's health and safety. I know this is something you've done a
lot of work on, so with your knowledge, could you speak about
how we combat that disinformation when the health and safety of
Canadians are at stake?

Dr. Mona Nemer: This is clearly a very important question. I do
share the preoccupation about the resurgence of some preventable
diseases—not only polio, but chicken pox and others. I think sci‐
ence can help us in understanding vaccine hesitancy, because I
don't think you can lump it all.... Not everyone who is hesitant to‐
wards vaccines can be lumped into the same bucket.

Of course, the absence of proactive engagement to present the
data, to inform the public and to understand their preoccupation
leaves a lot of room for disinformation and misinformation. That's
something that is very serious, actually. Earlier there was a question
about vaccine safety and the vaccine-induced myocarditis, for ex‐
ample. I just want to say that my expert committee during the pan‐
demic actually looked into this. I had a whole bunch of experts—
from cardiologists to infectious disease experts—and the data was
clear that the chances, the risks, of having myocarditis following in‐
fection were 10 to 20 times higher than the ones from vaccination.

It's this kind of information that I think we need to maybe pack‐
age better for the public, and we need to find ways to inform the
public about it in culturally sensitive ways—especially vulnerable
populations.
● (1210)

Mr. Ryan Turnbull: Thank you for that answer. I agree with you
that it is about engaging the public and providing information in a
way that's consumable by the public and, hopefully, consumable
more easily.

I wanted to ask you one other question. Our government, I think,
wants to put science and evidence-based research at the heart of the
policy-making process. Obviously, you have a key role to play in
ensuring that this happens or in helping to advise on that. Can you
tell us how we can better work with you and ensure that this idea
gets embedded in policy?

My concern is that sometimes science becomes politicized. I
think you're doing your best to make sure it doesn't. I want the
longevity to be the case—

The Chair: I'm sorry, but we're over the time. Possibly we could
have something in writing—

Mr. Ryan Turnbull: Chair, you've been lenient with other peo‐
ple. Can I just ask—

The Chair: No. You're 17 seconds over the time.

Some hon. members: Oh, oh!

The Chair: I'm sorry.
Mr. Ryan Turnbull: Seventeen whole seconds....
The Chair: Sorry.

We will go to Mr. Blanchette-Joncas for two and a half minutes,
please.

[Translation]

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Ms. Nemer, has your office been consulted on the implementa‐
tion of the recommendations made by the advisory panel on the
federal research support system in its report, commonly known as
the Bouchard report?

Dr. Mona Nemer: Yes, we were consulted on this. We had dis‐
cussions on the subject with the office of the Minister of Innova‐
tion, Science and Industry, with the department and with other gov‐
ernment officials.

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Thank you.

Can you give us your analysis of the world rankings? How does
Canada compare with other countries?

Dr. Mona Nemer: Earlier, you asked me a question about per‐
formance indicators, and I didn't get a chance to give you a full an‐
swer.

In addition to the rankings drawn up by the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development, or OECD, and the rank‐
ings of our institutions and universities, rankings can also be drawn
up on the basis of patents granted in certain sectors.

Australia recently carried out a similar analysis, if I remember
correctly. I can send you the study, which is quite interesting. Ac‐
cording to this study, there are six areas in which Canada still ranks
among the top five.

Let me ask my colleague how many technologies had been eval‐
uated—

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: You can send it to me in writ‐
ing, Ms. Nemer.

Dr. Mona Nemer: Okay.

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: I want to come back to what I
think is the crux of the problem. It's also mentioned in the report by
the advisory panel on the federal research support system. I'm talk‐
ing about investment in terms of gross domestic product, or GDP.
You can guess that Canada is not at the top of the ranking; it is right
at the bottom. Canada is the only G7 country to have reduced its
investment in research and development over the last 20 years.

You will also be aware that in the last two federal government
budgets, not a penny has been allocated to the three granting agen‐
cies, and not a penny more is expected to be granted in the next
budget either. I'd like to know what you think. If we don't invest,
we're not competitive and we're also slowing down our capacity for
innovation.

You gave a very good example earlier about vaccines. Canada
was the only G7 country unable to produce its own COVID-19 vac‐
cine. Once again, between you and me, that's—

[English]

The Chair: Unfortunately, we are over time again. I'm sorry.
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The time is going quickly, but we're 17 seconds over time, so I'm
trying to keep things rolling. Maybe we can pick it up in your next
round. We should have another three opportunities for you.

Mr. Davies, welcome to our committee. It's great to see you here.
Mr. Don Davies (Vancouver Kingsway, NDP): Thank you, Mr.

Chair.
The Chair: You have two and a half minutes.
Mr. Don Davies: Thank you.

The annual report of the chief science advisor in 2021-22 identi‐
fied one of your priorities as “augmenting the role of science in
Canada’s emergency preparedness”. We're advised that your office
has done a great deal of work on assisting the federal government
with pandemic responses.

I'm wondering if you could share what some of the key lessons
are on pandemic responses since the emergence of COVID-19.
● (1215)

Dr. Mona Nemer: I think there are many lessons learned in
terms of science and science advice. I would say that on the posi‐
tive side, science did inform the decisions. Scientists stepped up to
the plate. You know they were part of many expert committees. At
the same time, there were too many expert committees. It's unsus‐
tainable. It might be okay if the emergency lasts for a few months,
but if it lasts for a few years, it's another story. We need to have a
better way of doing this.

If we look at other countries, we see that they have better frame‐
works for the provision of science advice to government in cases of
emergencies. I would suggest that we look at embedding the role of
the chief science advisor and their responsibility in emergency pre‐
paredness and in the connectivity with the rest of the government.

One other thing I will say is that over the past few years, we have
put science advisers in several departments. We're very pleased that
the Department of Public Safety has come to the conclusion that
having a science adviser in its department will be helpful to it. I
think that's a very good development.

Mr. Don Davies: Thank you.

Speaking about other countries, the British Medical Journal has
recommended that Canada conduct a public inquiry into all aspects
of the way the federal government handled the COVID-19 pandem‐
ic, as the U.K. has done.

As Canada's chief science officer, do you agree that this would
be a helpful step?

Dr. Mona Nemer: In all truthfulness, I haven't considered a pub‐
lic inquiry. I think that's way beyond my responsibilities.

However, I agree with conducting a review of how well we did
in terms of the coordination and prioritization of science, research
and science advice. It's why we have asked Sir Mark Walport to
chair a committee that is looking into precisely this question.

The Chair: Thank you. I wish I could turn back the clock, but
we are at the time again.

Mr. Maguire, welcome to our committee. It's great to see you.
You have five minutes.

Mr. Larry Maguire (Brandon—Souris, CPC): Thank you, Dr.
Nemer, for your presentation today as well.

I had the opportunity of sitting on the natural resources commit‐
tee a little over a year ago. I think it was the first time my office
contacted you in this regard, on the topic of UAP, or unidentified
anomalous phenomena. A lot has been been written and presented
to the U.S. Congress on this topic. Scientists and experts in that
field have briefed Congress on it. I know that our Canadian minis‐
ter has been briefed. Some of our people here have been as well.

Is this a topic you would be interested in studying?

Dr. Mona Nemer: Mr. Chair, we have actually initiated a study
on this subject, and we made it public that we are carrying out the
study. I must say that it has generated a lot of public interest.

Mr. Larry Maguire: The Department of Natural Resources was
looking at why these particular objects, or whatever they are, hover
around nuclear facilities. I would think that this is of special inter‐
est. I've also seen that in some of the documents from France as
well.

Can you comment on any connection you may have seen in that
area, particularly in the study you're doing? What sorts of things are
you studying?

Dr. Mona Nemer: Perhaps I can briefly summarize what our
study is about.

What we're doing is looking at the process by which public re‐
porting of unidentified aerial phenomena happens in the country
and looking at making recommendations, if need be, on whether we
need to improve on the system to help us align our efforts with
those of our allies.

● (1220)

Mr. Larry Maguire: Have you asked any witnesses to come be‐
fore your committee? Have you met with people from the U.S. who
have been public at Congress on this?

Dr. Mona Nemer: Yes. Right now we're wrapping up, but we're
continuing our contact and exchanges to gather information, both in
Canada and outside of Canada. We have spoken with experts and
self-identified experts who are working in this area.

Mr. Larry Maguire: I have a couple of quick questions.

Have the departments and agencies been forthcoming with the
information you requested from them? When will the Sky Canada
project be completed and publicly released?

Dr. Mona Nemer: We sent questionnaires and requests for infor‐
mation to several departments that we think have been involved
over the years or that may be involved right now. I will say that at
the working level, we have received information from some.
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The enthusiasm and responses have been uneven. We haven't
taken it a step further, but we'll make sure we get the information
that we need.

Mr. Larry Maguire: Yes. As we've seen in Congress, they've
started to legislate that the information should be released.

Will any of your recommendations be about government trans‐
parency and the importance of releasing raw data and information
to scientists and researchers here as well?

Dr. Mona Nemer: We're not at the stage of recommendations
yet, but I could perhaps offer the following.

Based on what we have gathered in terms of information so far, I
think there is room for improvement around gathering and report‐
ing on the information, and also in making it available to re‐
searchers and the public. I think these are the kinds of things that, if
the information.... Of course, I can appreciate some information
may be a national security concern, but I believe that, by and large,
you can make the information public.

I think that's the best way to mitigate conspiracy theories and dis‐
information.

Mr. Larry Maguire: Exactly, yes. Thank you.

Do you believe it would be prudent, then, for parliamentarians to
study your recommendations once they're released?

Dr. Mona Nemer: Well, of course—
Mr. Larry Maguire: We could have a committee like this.
Dr. Mona Nemer: —you're free to study it. I would certainly

feel honoured that you've taken one of my studies and given it fur‐
ther study.

Mr. Larry Maguire: Thank you very much.
The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Maguire.

Ms. Kayabaga, you have five minutes to finish this round.
Ms. Arielle Kayabaga (London West, Lib.): Thank you, Mr.

Chair.
[Translation]

Ms. Nemer, I would like to welcome you to the committee.
Thank you for all the work you do and the value you bring to your
role.
[English]

Dr. Mona Nemer: Thank you so much for your interest and for
the support of the committee for the role.

In one of your earliest reports, I believe you recommended that
the role of the chief science advisor be enshrined in legislation. It's
something that I very much agree with. I think this would safeguard
the objectivity and the independence of the role. Another aspect, of
course, is that as I mentioned, we're developing science advisers in
various departments, and I very much believe that this network of
science advisers will also be a value added for the country, for the
government and for Canadians.

I think there also needs to be connectivity between the science
advice, perhaps, and the federal science prioritization—the strategic
thinking around science in the country. For example, having a na‐

tional advisory council, I would say, on science and technology, in
which the science adviser would play a role, would also be very
significant for the country. I believe this is something that has been
recommended in two reports now. My view is that these are appro‐
priate observations and will be positive developments for the coun‐
try when they happen.

● (1225)

Ms. Arielle Kayabaga: I appreciate that. I think that's a really
good answer, and it connects to my next question.

What are the lessons that you think we've learned through
COVID, and how do we responsibly get into innovative AI? AI is
taking over right now. There are a lot of conversations around
COVID and AI.

In terms of countering misinformation or disinformation—I think
earlier someone talked about the lack of information around vac‐
cines and the hesitancy around vaccines—what kinds of recommen‐
dations would you make to make sure that when we're doing our
work and as we advance technology, we're being responsible and
implementing policies that directly respond to the lessons we
learned through COVID?

Dr. Mona Nemer: It will really be a missed opportunity, I think,
if we don't take the lessons learned from the pandemic—construc‐
tively, that is.

In terms of the science and science advice, the federal govern‐
ment provided significant investment into research during the pan‐
demic. I think that investment could have been better used if our
system were not fragmented. We're still going along the lines of
disciplines. Here, we actually had a problem to deal with that re‐
quired all the disciplines.

Really, it required a different kind of approach and a different
kind of prioritization as to what needed to be done between the ex‐
tramural community and the government scientists—for example,
the National Microbiology Lab, and others as well. I think we need
to look into how we make these connectivities and this fast deci‐
sion-making better and make sure that we have the tools and the ca‐
pacity—the human capacity and the physical capacity—to respond
to emergencies in the country.

We talk a lot about the pandemic, but we have climate emergen‐
cies over and over, and of course they will have an effect in terms
of health, in terms of displacement of the population—you name it.

Ms. Arielle Kayabaga: Yes.

Dr. Mona Nemer: It's going to touch on so many different areas.
You need to have an integrated approach, with science converging
to solve the problem in all its dimensions.

Ms. Arielle Kayabaga: When we—

The Chair: Thank you.
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I'm sorry, but we are out of time again. That finishes the third
round.

We should have time for a complete fourth round if we can keep
our time within the limits.

We will start with Mr. Tochor for five minutes, please.
Mr. Corey Tochor: Thank you very much.

Do you think we should question science?
Dr. Mona Nemer: Science questions itself. The way we improve

our knowledge is by questioning what we know and what we don't
know and designing ways to enhance this knowledge and, through
that, gathering knowledge through an objective means.

Mr. Corey Tochor: Thank you, Dr. Nemer.

On the questioning of science, you talked about your study on
UFOs right now. In the 1960s, people would say they were conspir‐
acists, that it was misinformation and that there were no other vehi‐
cles. Now we have the chief science officer of Canada saying that
she's studying them.

What would you say to anyone back in the 1960s who had con‐
cerns about UFOs?

Dr. Mona Nemer: I think we need to be careful about revisiting
the past, especially when it comes to science. We're just not going
to start questioning Galileo, right? Actually, there is a Galileo
project at Harvard to scientifically examine unidentified aerial phe‐
nomena.

Mr. Corey Tochor: Yes, Dr. Nemer, there are people who ques‐
tioned whether we have a flat earth, and they were stoned to death
if they challenged the belief that we're the centre of the universe.
That's no longer the case; thankfully, we do question what we be‐
lieve to be true. That's how we either prove what our current belief
is or what our new belief would be, based on what the science has
shown.

Just to switch gears a little bit—I only have a few minutes left—
in your office, how many consultants do you typically hire in a
year?
● (1230)

Dr. Mona Nemer: Actually, I don't think we hire consultants.
Our expert panel members work pro bono. That's the scientific cul‐
ture.

Mr. Corey Tochor: There are no consultants.

Of your staff, are they all back in the office now?
Dr. Mona Nemer: Do you mean physically?
Mr. Corey Tochor: Yes.
Dr. Mona Nemer: Well, we're following the recommendations

of the Treasury Board and the Government of Canada, and they're
in the office at least three days a week.

Mr. Corey Tochor: Everyone is in your office three days a week
where you're located.

Switching gears just a little bit, back to what you study and the
order, you said that there's a list that you can compile of the current
studies. In any of the work you've done, have you admitted to com‐

ing to a false conclusion? After you review something, have you
ever come to the realization that your belief before was wrong, and
now you have a different take on things?

Everyone makes mistakes. When was the last time you can say
you made a mistake?

Dr. Mona Nemer: I think this is a difficult question. Perhaps I
can help clarify.

When we do a report, for example, we always mention that this
is based on the evidence available as of that date. If the information
changes, then we'll take another look at it.

That's precisely what we're doing, actually, just this afternoon,
with the long COVID. We've reconvened the expert committee one
year after we put out the report because it was based on data up un‐
til December of 2022. Now there have been developments, and
we're reconvening. We will put out—I don't know if it's going to be
a correction, but it will be an update, for sure, on where the science
is, and any further or newer recommendations that we will be pro‐
viding will be based on that.

Mr. Corey Tochor: Have you considered studying anything to
do with mental health limitations in Canada, and how science could
relate to new treatments and analyzing what we're doing now?

Seemingly, a lot of Canadians are worried about addictions.
What we are told by science and academia is that what they're do‐
ing in British Columbia should be utilized within the Liberal drug
policy across Canada. I think there are many Canadians who are
questioning whether academic analysis is the smart way to have a
drug policy in Canada.

Dr. Mona Nemer: We recognize that this is a very important
topic. Mental health and substance abuse are very important. Many
years ago, we considered doing a study on that, but at the time
Health Canada and the Public Health Agency were doing a study.
We try not to duplicate studies. We take on things we believe re‐
quire more than one department and so on. I cannot tell you
whether we will revisit this or not, but, you know—

Mr. Corey Tochor: Did Health Canada shut you down, then?

Dr. Mona Nemer: No, they didn't shut me down.

The Chair: Okay, thank you.

Now we go to Dr. Jaczek for five minutes.

I understand you're splitting your time with—

Hon. Helena Jaczek: Yes. Ms. Kayabaga will take the first
minute or so.

Ms. Arielle Kayabaga: Thank you so much.

I want to quickly ask this question.

We're talking about science integrity and transparency. Given
that COVID-19 disproportionately impacted racialized communi‐
ties, what lessons and infrastructure does your office think should
be in place for the government to better respond to other pandemics
and climate change impacts, as you mentioned?
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Dr. Mona Nemer: Thank you very much. This is a very impor‐
tant question, and one for which we had several expert committees
that included sociologists, psychologists, communication experts
and people from the community.

I think we need to be engaging with communities not only in a
crisis but also on an ongoing basis. There's a lot to gain for every‐
one in doing so. It's one of the recommendations we already put
out, and probably one you'll see again in our recommendations in
terms of the use of science for emergencies.
● (1235)

Hon. Helena Jaczek: Thank you so much for that, and thanks
for that important question, Arielle.

I'll go back to funding for research activities in Canada.

Back in 2017—the year, in fact, you were appointed—Canada's
fundamental science review made a number of recommendations.
The one I'm particularly interested in is a formal coordinating board
for Canada's research granting agencies. We've heard that overall,
Canada is not spending as much as other OECD countries in terms
of research and development. We have, of course, as you know, the
granting agencies federally.

Would it be useful to have such a formal coordinating board to
create some efficiencies if we are not going to increase the actual
budget? Would there be some value in having this recommended
coordinating board?

Dr. Mona Nemer: I think this is a very important question.

I would say that we need to look at what others have done or are
doing. I mentioned Quebec. Recently, they brought together their
different granting bodies under one umbrella, which provides effi‐
ciencies and, above all, coordination—no gaps for certain fields.

I believe such an approach is also particularly important for what
I would call mission-focused research and development activities.
Other countries, such as Germany, Australia, the Netherlands and
the U.K., have a single agency. I think that's definitely something
that can and should be considered in the context of better alignment
and to minimize duplications of programs for researchers. Every
time you have a program, you have people applying, but you also
have people reviewing. It's a lot for a small country like ours.

Hon. Helena Jaczek: I want to elaborate a bit on the role of sci‐
entific advisers within some departments. Those individuals report,
presumably, up through the department. How do they relate to you?
Could you elaborate a little?

Dr. Mona Nemer: Yes, I can, with pleasure.

Actually, there was a recommendation to the government to en‐
hance science advice in government, and it was based on the U.K.
and New Zealand models.

Yes, these science advisers are usually seconded from outside of
government for a specific period of time on a part-time or full-time
basis. It depends. They report to the deputy minister of the depart‐
ment, but they also work with me and my office as part of a net‐
work. What we do together is look at horizontal issues. For exam‐
ple, they were involved in the science workforce and science in‐

tegrity policy. We're developing some online learning modules to‐
gether for science integrity and science advice.

Essentially, this approach provides departments and the govern‐
ment in general with increased deep expertise in different areas, and
the department—

The Chair: Thank you. I think we got the thought.

We now go over to Monsieur Blanchette-Joncas for two and a
half minutes.

[Translation]

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Ms. Nemer, I'd now like to turn to our next topic, the concentra‐
tion of research funding in higher education in Canada.

I'd like to hear what you have to say about this.

Dr. Mona Nemer: That's a very [Inaudible—Editor] question.

If I understand correctly, you want to know whether it is a good
idea for universities or post-secondary institutions in different parts
of the country, which may have different—

● (1240)

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: I'll be more specific, Ms. Ne‐
mer.

During our last studies, some researchers mentioned that a small
number of researchers had access to the majority of funding. There
is therefore a concentration of research funding in certain organiza‐
tions, but also among certain researchers. As a result, fewer re‐
searchers are able to meet the conditions for obtaining funding.

As chief scientific adviser, do you think this is a problem for
Canada?

Dr. Mona Nemer: This probably affects Canada and all scientif‐
ic circles, because sometimes success breeds success. We need to
ensure that openness, inclusion and diversity are kept in mind when
evaluating research projects and invitations to tender. If we don't do
this, a small number of researchers will be working on a small
number of subjects and there will be huge gaps in several areas.
What's more, it's never good to always have the same bosses, the
same thinkers, the same ideas.

In my career, I've often been a bit of an outsider. My research fo‐
cused on the heart, even though I had never studied that organ. I
didn't come with any background, which was very good, I think.
That's important.
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Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Okay.

When you talk about diversity, are you also referring to distribut‐
ing funding more equitably in the smaller universities—that is, the
small and medium-sized universities—rather than in the large uni‐
versities, which claim a large proportion of research funding?

Dr. Mona Nemer: Don't get me wrong: Everyone needs more
investment in research, small and large universities alike.

It's important for small universities to thrive and for researchers
to give young people a taste for research, to give them training and
practical experience.

Moreover, these institutions are always—
[English]

The Chair: Thank you. That's what you were looking for.
[Translation]

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Ms. Nemer, can you send a
written response to the committee?

Dr. Mona Nemer: Yes, it would be a pleasure.
[English]

The Chair: We're 30-plus seconds over.
[Translation]

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Mr. Chair, I would like to re‐
ceive a written response.
[English]

The Chair: I know. That was good.

I also want to ask about the polytechnic mix, but maybe I can
squeeze that in at the end.

Mr. Davies, go ahead, please, for two and a half minutes.
Mr. Don Davies: Thank you.

Support Our Science has evidence that 62% of Canadian-trained
Ph.D. graduates leave the country. What recommendations do you
have to stop that brain drain?

Dr. Mona Nemer: We definitely don't want to have a brain
drain. I'm not aware of the study you are referencing. I'm not ques‐
tioning it, but I just want to qualify that by saying that sometimes
that includes people who are leaving the country to train and then
come back or who are going for post-doctoral studies, for example,
and coming back. I think a longitudinal analysis of where our
trained people go and how many of them come back is very impor‐
tant.

Mr. Don Davies: Do you know, Dr. Nemer, what percentage of
Canadian-trained Ph.D. graduates leave the country for good?

Dr. Mona Nemer: I don't know this offhand. I hope it's not as
high as what we had in the1990s. We need to keep all the talent we
can in this country.

Mr. Don Davies: Of course.

The values of the Canada graduate scholarship—$17,500 for
master's students and $21,000 for post-doctoral—have not changed
since 2003. That's over 20 years. As well, the federally funded

post-doctoral fellowship stipend of $45,000 has been constant since
2015.

Speaking before this committee, Dr. Shaun Khoo, a post-doctoral
fellow at the Université de Montréal, said “Canada's academic in‐
stitutions are not just competing with other countries for talent.”

What have you done or what recommendations have you made,
if any, to get the government to increase these amounts?

Dr. Mona Nemer: I fully support funding graduate and postdoc
students at the appropriate level and a competitive level. I don't
think it's good for the country that we have some of our best minds
living under the poverty line.

Yes, they will go to other places that will benefit from them, so I
have very much been a supporter of increasing the value of the
scholarships—

● (1245)

Mr. Don Davies: Have you made a formal recommendation to
the government to that effect?

Dr. Mona Nemer: I have.

Mr. Don Davies: If I can, I'll squeeze in a quick one.

The Canadian Task Force on Preventive Health Care is funded
by PHAC. There have been criticisms that it does not include mem‐
bers with subject matter expertise and it doesn't rely on current sci‐
entific data.

Are you aware of that issue, and have you looked into that at all?

The Chair: Answer very briefly. We're over time now.

Mr. Don Davies: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Dr. Mona Nemer: Very briefly, there is a chief scientist at
PHAC who's a member of my network of science advisers, and she
has taken the lessons learned from the pandemic. She's set up an
expert committee, for example, on avian flu, so I'm very encour‐
aged by this.

The Chair: Thank you.

We have, according to our routine motions, space at the end for
another Conservative round and another Liberal round of up to five
minutes. Who's going to take the Conservative round?

Okay. It's Mr. Maguire.

Looking at the clock, I'm going to need a few minutes myself, so
let's make it four and four.
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Mr. Larry Maguire: Sure.

I have a couple of things with regard to what I was saying about
UAPs earlier, Dr. Nemer.

Do you know when the Sky Canada project will be completed
and publicly released?

Dr. Mona Nemer: Yes. We have provided timelines for this.
We're about to start drafting the report, while continuing to gather
information. We should be on track to release the report at the end
of summer or in the early fall.

Mr. Larry Maguire: Has your office reviewed the Government
of Canada's historical documentation, including previous efforts
such as Project Magnet?

Dr. Mona Nemer: We have gathered a lot of historical informa‐
tion. I think our report is going to be quite fascinating on the his‐
toric front, so stay tuned.

Mr. Larry Maguire: I'm wondering as well about Nav Canada,
which is a receiver of many UAP reports but isn't very transparent.
Has the Sky Canada project team sat down with it about how it can
release more information for scientific investigations?

Dr. Mona Nemer: I'll have to ask my team if they have sat down
specifically with NavCan. I cannot answer this, but we have
reached out and sat down with many of the folks who collect the
information right now.

Mr. Larry Maguire: Have any of the departments or agencies
flat out rejected giving you information, based on national security
or classification concerns?

Dr. Mona Nemer: I don't believe they have rejected giving us
information. Sometimes the information is more complete or more
cryptic than we'd like it to be, which is why in some cases I will be
engaging directly with the deputy ministers to make sure that we
have the information we need.

Mr. Larry Maguire: Has the Sky Canada project spoken with
the American UAP office about how it scientifically investigates
evidence, such as through using video and radar? If so, what has it
learned?

Dr. Mona Nemer: We have spoken with several American coun‐
terparts, including at the Galileo Project that I mentioned earlier.
They're looking at this scientifically with some of the NASA peo‐
ple. I've spoken with the chief scientist at NASA and with many
other individuals who are part of the very active work on UAP in
the U.S.

I think we've been quite well connected, but we're also connected
with the Europeans—the French agencies—as well.

Mr. Larry Maguire: Have you yourself had any discussions
with the government UAP office in the United States?

Dr. Mona Nemer: I have not, myself.
Mr. Larry Maguire: Has your department had discussions with

them?
Dr. Mona Nemer: They have, with different folks. I'm sorry. I

don't remember their names, but we can certainly forward them.

I can tell you we're taking this seriously and speaking with.... I'm
sorry.

The Chair: Go ahead.

Dr. Mona Nemer: I just want to say that we're taking a very
thorough approach to this and making sure our recommendations
will be based on the best evidence and interactions we've had.

Mr. Larry Maguire: Thanks so much.

● (1250)

Mr. Corey Tochor: We're going to give the last minute to
Maxime for his question.

The Chair: There are about 20 seconds left.

[Translation]

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Thank you.

Ms. Nemer, you have drawn up a roadmap for open science.
Have you ever recommended that the government set up a national
archive bank, a national archive platform like the one that exists in
France?

Dr. Mona Nemer: We have just launched the open science plat‐
form for publications that, for the time being, come from federal
government researchers. I hope that it will eventually include re‐
searchers outside the government who benefit from federal govern‐
ment grants.

[English]

The Chair: Thank you.

Mr. Turnbull, bring us home in four minutes, please.

Mr. Ryan Turnbull: Thanks, Chair. It's great to have a bit more
time.

Dr. Nemer, thank you again for all your testimony today.

I want to go back to misinformation or disinformation, because
it's something that I know you've said is a threat to science and our
democracy.

Where do you think disinformation and misinformation are hav‐
ing the biggest impact on Canadians' confidence in science?

Dr. Mona Nemer: This is a good question.

I don't believe we have the kind of data that will allow us to an‐
swer your question appropriately. However, the Council of Canadi‐
an Academies put out a study that suggests that disinformation dur‐
ing the pandemic actually cost Canadians their lives, and a lot of
funding and resources as well.
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Mr. Ryan Turnbull: I mentioned vaccine hesitancy as one of the
impacts it's probably having. Are there other areas where you can
see impacts—where disinformation is acute, in the sense that the
impact is noticeable and concerning to you?

Dr. Mona Nemer: Any societal question can become a target for
disinformation.

Personally, I worry about, for example, disinformation when it
comes to climate change adaptation and mitigation. We just can't
afford to have ongoing disinformation in that area.

Mr. Ryan Turnbull: Is there any question in your mind about
the reality of climate change, given the scientific evidence?

Dr. Mona Nemer: Do you mean whether it's happening?
Mr. Ryan Turnbull: Yes.
Dr. Mona Nemer: I have none whatsoever. The data is clear.
Mr. Ryan Turnbull: It's 100% clear, from your perspective. It's

clear that science says climate change is real.
Dr. Mona Nemer: Yes.
Mr. Ryan Turnbull: Great. I agree with you. I just wanted to get

that on the record.

How much more time do I have?
The Chair: You have one and a half minutes.
Mr. Ryan Turnbull: You're so generous.
The Chair: Yes.
Mr. Ryan Turnbull: You also mentioned being proactive and

how transparency is probably our greatest principle to help us ad‐
dress disinformation. You mentioned involving the public, I think,
in response to my earlier question about vaccine hesitancy.

How do we be proactive in encouraging the uptake of critical
thinking skills? It seems like we need a national campaign of some
sort to combat disinformation. Would you agree with that, and what
would that look like if you do agree?

Dr. Mona Nemer: I very much agree.

Earlier, I wanted to mention science literacy. I didn't get a chance
to do that. I think that's something that we, collectively, can do. It's
something that is in the best interest of the country and the popula‐
tion. It empowers them to make decisions for themselves and to be
able to tell what is real and what is not. That, of course, impacts so
many decisions in their lives.

I think citizen science is also a very good way of encouraging
understanding of what science is and is not, and also of instilling
confidence in the public in terms of data collection and the data that
is being used to justify certain actions.

I think we can work on many fronts on this.
Mr. Ryan Turnbull: Thank you very much.
The Chair: Thank you. You're right at time.

I want to sneak in a question on polytechnics in applied science,
if you might comment.

We've talked a lot about universities. Do polytechnics play a role
in your office?
● (1255)

Dr. Mona Nemer: Anyone doing research and science is more
than welcome. We've engaged with polytechnics and with the col‐
leges and universities.

I would just like to say that sometimes we have too much focus
on fundamental research versus applied research. I think that we
need to remember what the definition of applied research is: Ap‐
plied research is research aimed at a question. In this sense, any en‐
gineering question, any sociology question, any health science
question also fits under applied research.

The Chair: Thank you.
Dr. Mona Nemer: I think in this country we need to be support‐

ive of all kinds of research.
The Chair: Thank you very much, and thank you for being with

us. The time went really quickly.

Thanks to the members for your excellent participation and ques‐
tions and thoughtfulness.

We will be meeting again on Thursday to look at version two of
the report on impacts of pay gaps at Canadian universities. There's
been a little bit of a delay on getting that report to you. I apologize.
We should have it back from translation in a PDF format to get to
you early this afternoon.

Shall we adjourn?

Thank you. The meeting is adjourned.
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