
 

Forecasting the future of science to keep
Swiss diplomatic hub buzzing
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GESDA's Brabeck-Letmathe hopes rules are in place to govern quantum
computing before it is unleashed.

As technology and science advance at breakneck speed, a Swiss group is
already looking beyond AI to the next big potential technological
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disrupters.

Quantum computing is a likely candidate, and this time the group hopes
that rules are in place to govern its use before it is unleashed, unlike what
happened with artificial intelligence.

Quantum computing combines advances in scientific understanding of
the subatomic world with leaps in information theory to solve
mathematical problems that are impossible for today's conventional
computers.

The Geneva Science and Diplomacy Anticipator Foundation (GESDA)
wants to ensure Switzerland remains central to the international
response.

The rapidly-swelling power of artificial intelligence became apparent
with the release of ChatGPT in November 2022.

Policy makers have been playing catch up as they scramble to determine
how to govern the technology, and if it is even possible.

Last month, the European Parliament approved the world's most far-
reaching rules, but warnings already abound that the hastily-assembled
text will not do enough to protect people.

It would have been better to anticipate what was coming and how to
govern it, said Peter Brabeck-Letmathe, chairman of GESDA.

"AI was too fast," the former longtime head of Swiss food giant Nestle
told AFP in a recent interview.

"By the time we had identified it, it (was) already almost to market," he
said. "This shows you how important anticipation is—real anticipation."
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GESDA was founded five years ago by the Swiss government to look
into the future and anticipate breakthroughs, and then coordinate with
decision-makers to harness coming changes—and channel them in a
positive direction.

It also aims to ensure that Geneva—home to the United Nations'
European headquarters and numerous other institutions created after
World War II—remains a relevant diplomatic hub.

With its focus on science diplomacy, fueled by anticipation, GESDA can
help ensure that "Geneva continues to be a center for multilateralism also
in the future", Brabeck-Letmathe said.

Quantum, next big disrupter

The platform arrived too late to provide much advance foresight on the
looming powers of AI, but he insists it is well-positioned to take on
quantum computing, which "has the potential of changing almost
everything".

With the first commercial machines up to a decade away, "we are still in
a phase where we can do something about it".

To map out the most impactful future technological developments,
Brabeck-Letmathe said GESDA contacted thousands of scientists and all
the major laboratories around the world, and asked: "What is cooking?".

It also asked how scientific breakthroughs might impact the world
decades into the future.

GESDA then turned to diplomats and asked: "What framework do we
need so that those breakthroughs are dedicated more to the good than to
the bad?".
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Among the questions raised was: what does it mean to be a human being
in an era of avatars and increasing human augmentation?

Human augmentation, or technologies that improve human capabilities,
carry huge promise, including to help people with degenerative diseases
like Parkinson's.

"But of course, once you have a chip in your brain, the question is what
can you program into that chip?" Brabeck-Letmathe asked.

"It will demand very careful thinking."

'Incredible power'

"It will be an incredible power," Brabeck-Letmathe said of quantum
computing, pointing out that it was expected to be "1,000 to 10,000
times more potent than the computing power we have today".

It is therefore vital to govern the technology and ensure it is not left in
the hands of a few companies, as with the internet, he said.

If a few tech companies are allowed to control quantum, he warned,
"you get an incredible concentration of power, where our democratic
system... is not going to be working".

GESDA last month launched a new Open Quantum Institute situated
inside Europe's science lab CERN.

That center may not place Switzerland at "the center of the world" when
it comes to quantum, Brabeck-Letmathe acknowledged.

But the country, he said, would be positioned as "an honest broker for
this new technology, in favor of humankind".
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