Chi Onwurah MP: Thank you so much for the introduction. Thank you for making sure I have my water. And thank you for inviting me to speak at the first Equitable Partnership Conference. I hope that “first” means you are planning to hold more in the future, as this is an invaluable event. Having a conference dedicated to equitable partnerships is an important part of the discussions we should be having about international collaboration, research and development, and equity. I am particularly pleased to be here today. 
The Select Committee, which I chair—Science, Innovation and Technology—is responsible for scrutinising government policy on science, as well as the use of science in policymaking. I’ll say a bit more about that shortly. We sat this morning, and I walked across the street to come here. I always welcome an opportunity to address an audience with real, valuable, and varied experiences, and I’m grateful to all of you for attending this vital conference.
The first thing I want to recognise is the extraordinary efforts researchers in the Global South are making to leverage their knowledge and insights to address the big challenges facing communities all over the world, particularly in developing countries. They are leveraging their knowledge and insights to drive meaningful change. 
There are countless examples of research excellence and high-impact work that really do illustrate the good that science and technology can do for the world. Whether it is agricultural researchers in India developing drought resistance or scientists working across Africa to develop rapid diagnostics for malaria, innovations in the Global South are very much at the front of the line in tackling these challenges. From climate change to public health, and in supporting global science to tackle these issues the Global South has placed on the agenda, institutions in the Global North can be valuable partners. For example, UK and Indonesian researchers collaborating on climate change risks to coastal communities—supported by UK ODA (Official Development Assistance) funding—are producing insights that could help protect communities in the Indian Ocean. Their research could even, in theory, be adapted to different at-risk coastal communities, including in the UK, which also has vulnerable coastal areas, as well as other island and coastal nations. This is just one example of how collaboration in scientific research can have far-reaching impacts. These collaborations are taking place against the backdrop of a growing awareness of the importance of equity, aided by the work of organisations in the UK focused on collaborative and development research.
Now, some of you may notice that my name, Chi Onwurah, has more obvious links to the Global South than perhaps with Newcastle, which is actually where I am from and where I represent. I wonder if anyone in the room can say which region my name comes from.
Audience: Nigeria.
Chi Onwurah MP: Is the country, not a region. More detail? It is from Nigeria, the Anambra state, and I am proud to be a representative of the Nigerian diaspora as well as a Geordie born and bred.
I have worked as a Member of Parliament for the past 14 years, representing my constituents in Newcastle upon Tyne Central and West. I have also worked to stand up for the amazing positive impact that science and technology can have globally and in the UK. And that goes back to before I became an MP, even before I joined the Labour Party at sixteen years old.  I wanted to be a scientist or an engineer from the age of nine. I studied electrical engineering at Imperial College London, and my first job was as a hardware engineer for a company called Northern Telecom. It was the start of a wonderful career in telecoms, which took me all over the world.
I worked in the UK, Denmark, France, the US, and also in South Africa and Nigeria. And in Nigeria, I’m particularly proud of having built out the country’s first GSM network with a small company at the time called MTN. Today, MTN is the largest company on the Nigerian Stock Exchange, and I believe parts of my network design are still in use today.
Building that network I saw firsthand the difference technology can make in terms of overcoming the go-slow traffic on Victoria Island and the ability to make phone calls. Before GSM was rolled out in Nigeria, 1 in 100 people had access to telecommunications. Within two years of the rollout, that number had risen to 10%. The impact of having access to working—if often congested—telecommunications networks in terms of developmental growth, well-being, and access to medicine and information, I think, is one of the very positive examples of telecommunications or technology rollouts.  
After working in Nigeria, I became Head of Technology for the telecoms regulator here, Ofcom, where I learned the other side of regulating technology as opposed to building it. Then, in 2010, I was elected as the Labour MP for Newcastle upon Tyne Central—which, I hope, won’t cause any distress when I say it is the greatest city in the world! In Parliament, I am proud to also Chair the All-Party Parliamentary Group for Africa, which is one of the most active all-party parliamentary groups in Parliament.
All-party parliamentary groups bring together MPs across party lines to share something they are passionate about. In our case, we work to foster stronger relationships between the UK and African countries, as well as to address some of the negative stereotypes which, unfortunately, still remain.
In May 2020, I chaired a roundtable between the All-Party Parliamentary Group and the African Research Centre at the University of Bristol, titled Beyond Equitable Partnerships? The Need for Transformative Research Collaboration with Africa. Recognising the fact that a large majority of scientific outputs produced in Africa tend to come from such collaborative networks, we wanted to look at the issue of equity. We also explored disparities in labour division, decision-making power, and funding allocations that typically disadvantage African collaborators and limit the potential impact of joint projects. 
The Africa Charter has since played an influential role in helping develop equitable partnerships, and how we might change the nature of research collaborations is something that is very much part of interest to the Africa All-Party Parliamentary Group and one that I hope we can keep working on.  
Now, I also have another role in Parliament which brings these issues into view - chairing the Science Committee. The Science Committee contains members from all over the country and from the top three parties, including research scientists, academics, technologists, teachers, and telecoms professionals like myself.  Our job is to hold the Government to account for how it uses science to support policy making and to look specifically at the work of the Department of Science, Innovation and Technology and its science budget of £13 billion invested into research and development.  In addition to this, there is obviously research and development in the ODA budget. We hold inquiries into key subjects. We hear from witnesses, such as the Secretary of State for Science.  We place issues on the agenda for Parliament and co-ordinate industry, government and the public to discuss the best way forward.  
Our first inquiry, launched in late 2024, was looking at social media algorithms and misinformation following a summer of rumour and violence in the wake of the attack in this country on a girls' Taylor Swift party. I know that that misinformation and disinformation is something the Global South has a lot of experience in.  One of the things that the Committee is not looking at, but the Africa APPG is hearing evidence about, is the way disinformation on social media is used to drive conflict between people in countries, such as Sudan. I think that that is something that, again it is important that we collaborate on to understand the full dynamics here.  And as part of that, I have also invited Elon Musk to give evidence to the Committee.  That invitation seems to be lost in the post because whilst he seems very, very keen to comment on UK democracy and regulation and everything on his platform here, he has yet to say he'll come to speak to us about it in person or virtually. But we do know that Mr Musk has been very busy across the pond and indeed his impact has been felt across the world.  
I'm speaking particularly about the sudden suspension of US aid funding that has a devastating impact on vulnerable people across the world.  We should be in no doubt about the consequences of this decision, and I think it will reverberate for years to come.  I'm working with the All-Party Parliamentary Group's members and the Secretary to investigate some of the impacts of that decision, as well as some of the ongoing areas of conflict and crisis across Africa, including in the Horn of Africa and the impacts of climate change.  
This decision is not only about axing support for people in desperate situations.  It is not only about shutting soup kitchens serving famine-stricken refugees in Sudan.  It is also about the rug being pulled out from ongoing work to eradicate diseases like HIV and malaria and to create opportunities for growth in developing countries.  These cuts have dealt a massive blow to science and research and created chaos and uncertainty for researchers.  Where US Aid once helped to support research that saved lives and built up the research space in the Global South, researchers have now found themselves out of work, trials are being shut down or paused and basic research infrastructure has been hollowed out. Many of you may know the case of the brilliant consortium bringing together researchers from eight African countries to run a clinical trial for an experiment on HIV vaccines.  They receive £45 million from US Aid in 2023, and they have had to shut up shop in the 11th hour due to this freeze.  This is something I'm also raising with ministers to see what the UK response can be.  
Under the Tories in 2021, the UK also cut aid in-year, which was massively damaging to science and research. It was damaging to scientists and research for example in Newcastle on our Water Institute, as well as to scientists and researchers across the world and in Africa, and so it is really important to look at ways in which we can build resilience into our research collaborations.  I don't think you can possibly build such resilience as to address something like the total cutting off of US aid, but I will be following up with DSIT to understand what the Department for Science is doing in this country with regard to its funding across the world and why our ODA science funding seems to be falling in this financial year.  
I'm not painting a particularly encouraging picture with the cuts from the US and the history of cuts in the past year.  But I do think there are some positives.  For example, short-term funding cycles are not only wasteful, but they are huge barriers to fair and sustainable research partnerships.  Therefore, under the new Labour Government, and as emphasised by the Science Minister this morning, we are putting in place ten-year funding cycles, meaning that certain institutions will have commitments to ten-year funding, which will make long-term equitable partnerships much more achievable.  And, we have seen that we have been able to make good progress.  Before Christmas, the Committee held evidence sessions on the UK's work to eradicate diseases and talked about the progress that had been made in eradicating diseases such as malaria and elephantiasis.
If we are serious about achieving equity and better outcomes, we absolutely need to move towards longer-term funding cycles and allow sustained development, and I know that our fantastic team of ministers in DSIT see the value of long-termism at home and supporting the long-termism abroad.  We need to make sure that we are investing in long-term ten-year funding cycles to help give researchers the certainty they need to develop their careers, and I hope that can be better supported, as well as mentorship schemes and help for early career researchers both within the UK and abroad. 
We also need to recognise existing inequities and the different challenges that are being faced by researchers in the Global South, which I spoke about briefly earlier - the power imbalances that can often impact the effectiveness of research collaborations and equity. The Government has spoken about bringing forward something to replace the International Science Partnership Fund.  We have yet to see what that is, but I think there's certainly scope to experiment with new ways of working that might deliver more equitable outcomes which value policy engagement, community-led priority setting or problem-solving within and with local communities, and science which creates more societal value. 
Additionally, we also have in the UK the new Advanced Research and Innovation Agency, which has been granted £800 million over five years. Within this agency, the Programme Director has much more scope to empower scientists and engineers to pursue research and that can, I think, be supportive of long-term equitable partnerships.  For example, could ARIA, or an ARIA for ODA-funded research, support see long-term funding settlements that focus on neglected areas of R&D funding across the world? Could we have requirements that, for example, one principal investigator should be based in a low or middle income country?  This might help create the conditions through which local knowledge receives the recognition it deserves and are areas where we can perhaps look forward to different ways of working.  
I hope to see the output of the Conference and how it can feed into the work of our Committee in supporting equitable science research and development. Whether as policymakers, funders, researchers or institutional leaders, we all have a role to play in shaping an equitable and global research landscape.  It is in our interests, the world's interests and the Global South's interests.  There are so many challenges that we are facing that it only makes sense to make use of all our talents from across the world to drive for the better outcomes and prosperity which research, science, technology and information flow can deliver.  
Thank you very much.





