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Secretary General’s Column

During the last few months, the IUPAC
Officers, Division Presidents, and others have
spent a great deal of time considering the
mission and structure of the Union in order to
position IUPAC to best meet the challenges of
the coming decade. As a prelude to the 39th
General Assembly (see pages 96–104), I would
like to give a summary of some of the major
activities and actions.

Outside advice

As I indicated in a previous column (Chem. Int., January
1997, pages 6–7), we held a meeting in London on 24
February, which brought together ten leaders in chemis-
try from eastern and western Europe. This meeting was
a follow-up to one in North America (at the Belmont
Conference Center). The London meeting was aimed at
obtaining guidance on IUPAC’s future roles in such ar-
eas as the objectives and priority areas of the Union; the
service of chemistry to society, developing countries
and the international community in general; the role of
the Union in chemical education at all levels; interna-
tional communication in the chemistry community; and
the organization of IUPAC. The group provided 21
thoughtful recommendations on these and other topics.
Many recommendations were reflected in later actions,
as described below.

The third and final meeting in this series was held in
Singapore on 21 June to sample opinion from a number
of scientific leaders in the Asia/Pacific region. Recom-
mendations will be available to the IUPAC Bureau for
action at the General Assembly in Geneva.

Vice-President’s Critical Assessment (VPCA)

Under our Bylaws, ‘The Vice-President shall submit to
the Bureau biennially a critical assessment of the pro-
grammes and projects of all IUPAC bodies’. Vice-Presi-
dent Jortner divided his 1997 Assessment into two
major parts–Science Policy of the Union, and Structure
and Function. In Part I, he commented on principles,
general activities and future directions of the Union. In
line with recommendations from the Belmont and Lon-
don meetings, he proposed augmenting the general
Objectives in the IUPAC Statutes with 13 Goals that
would better define the mission and activities of IUPAC
for the next few years. In Part II, he analyzed the current
Divisional and Commission structure, and recom-
mended specific changes to improve interdisciplinary
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activities and to close gaps in the Union’s activities.
It is not possible here to give details of Prof. Jortner’s

VPCA, which runs to 34 pages. Copies have been dis-
tributed to Division Committees, Commission and Com-
mittee Officers and National Adhering Organizations
and will be available at the General Assembly.

Organization and Management of IUPAC’s
Scientific Work

A special meeting of Division Presidents and Vice-
Presidents in Frankfurt on 24 March focused on ways in
which many of the recommendations in the VPCA can
be implemented. The principal items discussed involve
improved allocation of resources, possible modifica-
tions in the structure of Commissions and conduct of
interdivisional activities. A major objective of virtually all
participants was an increase in flexibility for Division
Committees.

Building on the ideas expressed at this meeting and
on historical efforts to bring about needed changes in
the structure and operation of the Union, I presented to
the Executive Committee (EC) at its meeting in Jerusa-
lem on 6–7 April 1997 a paper that advocated moving
much of our scientific work to a project-driven structure,
with primarily time-limited Commissions selected to
carry out well-defined projects in a specific period of
time. Under this approach, Divisions would regard the
entire worldwide chemical community as the resource
both for ideas and for volunteers to carry out projects.
Just how to generate such ideas, develop projects and
seek out people able and willing to work on the projects
is, of course, the key to success or failure. I am con-
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vinced that ideas for useful work usually originate in a
‘bottoms-up’ manner, not as directed from ‘top-down’. In
fact, the establishment of the pool of Titular Members
was to permit the undertaking of such ‘top-down’
projects generated outside the mainstream of Commis-
sion activity, but after several years there are very few
such projects. If we implement the type of structure en-
visioned here, but without a good mechanism to identify
and develop projects—and to secure the services of
experts on the Commissions—we will destroy the valu-
able work that is now being done by Commissions. A
great deal of thought and planning is needed to ensure
that IUPAC can develop the processes to do this without
the large cadre of long-term members of Commissions.

In this space I cannot begin to list the many advan-
tages and possible pitfalls that I see in modifying our
organization and procedures, and I am sure there are
many others that I have not envisioned. The EC dis-
cussed this proposal in detail and decided to adopt the
concept, but with the recognition that many details must
be examined before it can be implemented. The EC also

endorsed in principle the recommendations in the
VPCA to establish clear Goals for IUPAC but, again,
recognized that further thought and discussion are
needed to refine the Goals. The EC concluded that a
broad-based committee would be needed to develop
the necessary strategic thrusts and to consider their im-
plementation in terms of the structure and guidelines for
scientific activity. The EC therefore authorized the for-
mation of a Strategy Development and Implementation
Committee (SDIC), to report back to the EC in April
1998. From the findings and recommendations of the
SDIC, the EC expects to formulate specific proposals
for approval by the Bureau in September 1998 and for
necessary action by Council in 1999.

The SDIC, under the chairmanship of the President-
Elect, includes representation from the Divisions, the
Bureau, the Officers and the chemistry community at
large. The Committee held its initial meeting on 24 June,
so that some preliminary views might be reported to the
Bureau and Council in Geneva.

39th IUPAC General Assembly

IUPAC General Assemblies are held in odd-numbered years. This year, the 39th General
Assembly, will take place at the University of Geneva, Switzerland, 23–30 August. The Gen-
eral Assembly follows immediately after the 36th IUPAC Congress to allow participants to
attend both events.

Prof. Jacques Weber, Chairman of the local Organ-
izing Committee in Switzerland, writes:
The IUPAC General Assembly has little in common with
a scientific conference or congress. It is indeed not open
for general participation but restricted to Members of
IUPAC Bodies that meet on this occasion. This is the
case for practically all the IUPAC Committees and Com-
missions, which meet during the first half of the General
Assembly, followed by the meeting of the IUPAC Coun-
cil (see page 97).

The average attendance at these General Assem-
blies is 600–700 participants, the major problem being
that the meeting of all the IUPAC Bodies may require
the simultaneous use of up to 50 seminar rooms of vari-
ous capacities (typically 10–30 seats) on the same site!
In view of this constraint, it rapidly appeared that the
University of Geneva was an ideal location for the Gen-
eral Assembly, especially as the modern Uni Mail Build-
ing offers very good facilities of that sort. Both Sciences
II and Uni Mail Buildings will therefore share the venue
of the General Assembly, with 26 meeting rooms re-

served in the first facility and 24 in the second. These
buildings lie quite close to one another, at a 10-minute
walking distance, which should not be a problem for the
delegates. In addition, both buildings are modern with
large open spaces, ample photocopying capacity, and
availability of computer rooms and cafeterias.

The whole scientific programme of the General As-
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