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LIFE IN CHINA

Aiming to Conquer Obesity

By BI Weizi

As an emerging hub of high-tech talent, China is
attracting an increasing number of esteemed scientists
in a wide range of skills. Doctor John Speakman is one
of them. He is currently head of the Shenzhen Key labo-
ratory of Metabolic Health, Shenzhen Institutes of Ad-
vanced Technology, Chinese Academy of Sciences.

Speakman's main areas of expertise are the causes
and consequences of changes in energy balance, partic-
ularly expenditure-limiting factors, the genetic and en-
vironmental drivers of obesity, and the energetic contri-
bution to aging. He recently sat down with Science and
Technology Daily to discuss his research on these topics.

Interest is the best teacher

Speakman's interest in science was sparked by his
early interest in birds. "When I was younger I used to
spend a lot of time watching birds," he recalled, adding
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that he would go to the same spot every day to count
small wading birds and try to figure out what factors
were affecting their numbers.

After graduation from high school, Speakman en-
rolled at the University of Stirling in Scotland, where
he was able to study wading birds for his undergradu-
ate project and went on to complete his PhD. It was
there that the idea of seeking a career in science was ce-
mented in his mind.

Why do we get fat?

By studying wading birds Speakman acquired sev-
eral techniques that he has been able to apply to more
applied health related issues in humans - particularly
obesity. Obesity is a major health hazard in the modern
world. Why do people become fat? How do we prevent
them from becoming fat? What's the relationship be-
tween energy expenditure and energy intake? These are
the areas in which Speakman has taken his research in
the past years. "One suggested reason behind obesity is
that it's a gradual reduction in our energy expenditure
as we develop as a society. We do less and less. We
don't have to hand wash our clothes anymore. We
don't have to walk 10 miles to get things. So as we de-
veloped, there's less and less incentive for us to expend
energy," he explained.

However, while there are lots of anecdotes about
reducing our expenditure, there is very little data.
Speakman has been compiling data on this issue and
the surprising result is that expenditure on physical ac-
tivity has not declined over time. People nowadays ex-
pend the same amount of energy as people did in 1990.

"So it seems that the main problem then is some-
thing to do with our food. There's something in our
food or something about our food that makes us eat
more. We have too much energy coming in. We have to
put that energy somewhere, [so] we store it as fat."

Many experiment results conducted by Speakman
and his team revealed that fat contents of the food we
eat is a key element related to energy density. In order
to fight against the obesity pandemic, which is a result
of prolonged energy imbalance, a healthier lifestyle of
eating less fatty food is promoted by scientists. By con-
trast Speakman suggests increasing physical activity
will be much less effective for weight control. "Being

more active is great for your health, and you should do
it, just don't expect it to solve your obesity issue if you
have one." he said.

China's attractive research environment

Speakman came to China in 2011 when he was suc-
cessfully appointed on a talents program in Beijing. By
that time he had already been coming to China every
summer and most winters for about five years, during
which his extensive traveling experience around the
country provided him with a more comprehensive per-
spective on local customs and practices and opportuni-
ties to try authentic Chinese food. "Both my wife and I
really enjoy going to restaurants. When I was in the UK
we went out once or twice a week, but now [in China]
we go out maybe three or four times a week. It seems
that we are on holiday all the time."

But he didn't just come to China for the excellent
cuisine, the main reason motivating Speakman to come
to China was the research environment. According to
him, the Chinese Government is attracting experts to
move to China to experience the advantages of doing re-
search in the country.

"The funding level is much higher [in China] than
it is in the UK. The success rate to get grants is [also]
much higher than it is in the UK. I'd already had lots of
contact with Chinese researchers before I came here. So
I kind of knew there are lots of talented people here,
and [ was looking forward to collaborating with them
and doing a lot of interesting research," he said.

Since 2011, he has established a world-class meta-
bolic research platform and undertaken several major
research projects in China, making breakthroughs in hu-
man and animal energy metabolism and evolutionary
mechanisms of obesity.

Meanwhile, he has led and participated in many in-
ternational collaborative research projects and promot-
ed the leap of China's research level in the field of ener-
gy metabolism research.

For his hard work and contributions to China's de-
velopment Speakman was awarded the Chinese Govern-
ment Friendship Award in 2021. He was overjoyed to re-
ceive the award, saying it would encourage him to
make even greater efforts with his research so as to
bring real benefits to the people.

The Global Nature of Science, Technology and Innovation
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Dr. Kissinger believes that a conflict
between China and the United States
can have no winner. The two sides
should strive to build a candid bilateral
relationship, avoid mutual threats and
conflicts, and work together to improve
bilateral relations and coexist peacefully.
I strongly agree with Dr. Kissinger on
this point.

When we met in September, he ex-
pressed his concerns about the risks and
negative impacts of the rapid develop-
ment of artificial intelligence and other
emerging technologies. He supports
China and the United States participat-
ing in dialogue and cooperation regard-
ing the ethical regulatory management
of those technologies.

Montgomery: Diplomatic initia-
tives can help to foster international sci-
entific collaboration and strengthen sci-
entific capabilities worldwide. These ef-
forts are instrumental in addressing
global challenges such as climate
change. Can you elaborate on China's
diplomatic priorities in working with the
United States and the international com-
munity to find science- based solutions
to these shared problems?

Ambassador Qin: Confronted with
the pandemic, China has shared infor-
mation and experience and strength-
ened international cooperation in the
joint R&D for vaccines, treatments, and
testing. China has provided more than
1.8 billion doses of vaccines to more
than one hundred countries and interna-
tional organizations, and the total num-
ber of vaccines we provide for the world
this year will reach two billion doses.
China has partnered with thirty coun-
tries in the Initiative for Belt and Road
Partnership on COVID-19 Vaccines Coop-
eration to promote the fair international
distribution of vaccines. We hope that
China and the United States will
strengthen their scientific and techno-
logical cooperation to help the world
overcome the pandemic as soon as possi-
ble.

Climate change is a common chal-
lenge to mankind, and all countries
need to work together to address it. As

the world's largest developing country,
China has adopted a host of strategies
and actions on climate despite economic
and social difficulties. These -efforts
have paid off. President Xi Jinping re-
cently announced that China is striving
to reach peak CO2 emissions before
2030 and carbon neutrality before 2060.

There is much room for China-U.S.
cooperation regarding climate change. In
both countries, fossil fuels account for
more than 80% of energy consumption.
Both are also transitioning to renewable
energy faster than any other countries
in the world, and are looking for ad-
vancements in clean energy technolo-
gies. The U.S.- China Clean Energy Re-
search Center (CERC), a typical example
of bilateral research cooperation, has
produced many mutually beneficial
achievements in the past decade. The
project has been suspended, but we
hope to find a new model of coopera-
tion regarding clean energy.

Montgomery: In the past few de-
cades, China has significantly increased
its international scientific collabora-
tions, including a focus on South-South
collaboration with S&T programs in Afri-
ca, South Asia, and Latin America. How
are these international scientific engage-
ments advancing China's diplomatic ob-
jectives in general and in the Global
South specifically?

Ambassador Qin: South-South co-
operation is an essential means for less-
developed countries to help each other
and develop together. China is always
prepared to work with other developing
countries on scientific and technological
exchanges.

I would like to highlight three mea-
sures that we have carried out. First, we
share with these countries mature and
applicable technologies, putting them to
local use to boost those countries' eco-
nomic development. Second, we have es-
tablished joint laboratories with them,
conducting joint research in agriculture,
radio and television, clean energy, and
more. Third, we hold training classes on
applicable technologies and carry out ex-
changes among young scientists. With
the implementation of the Belt and Road

Science, Technology and Innovation Co-
operation Action Plan, we have support-
ed over 8,300 young foreign scientists to
work in China. We have established thir-
ty-three joint laboratories and five tech-
nology transfer platforms with less- de-
veloped countries, as well as science
parks with eight of them.

One exciting example is China's co-
operation with the Comoros, an island
country in East Africa, to fight malaria.
Mohéli, the Comoros' smallest island,
had suffered from malaria for years.
When the Comoros sought to cooperate
with China to fight the disease, the med-
ical professionals of our two countries
agreed to use Artequick, a Chinese-de-
veloped artemisinin- piperaquine tablet.
Within five years (2008-2013), the annu-
al incidence of malaria in Mohéli
dropped by 95% and the death rate fell
to zero. The research on using artemis-
inin to fight malaria was initiated by
a Chinese female scientist, Dr. Tu Youy-
ou, in 1969, who shared the 2015 Nobel
Prize in Physiology or Medicine with
two other scientists.

Montgomery: You served as the
head of the information office of the
Chinese Foreign Ministry. What advice
would you give to scientists who want to
communicate their research and find-
ings more effectively to the diplomatic
community and the public?

Ambassador Qin: We have much
to learn from the popularization of sci-
ence in the United States. For example,
Science magazine, published by the
AAAS, does an outstanding job. In addi-
tion to scientific research papers, each
issue of the magazine includes short sto-
ries on current affairs regarding scientif-
ic areas such as quantum mechanics,
black holes, and artificial intelligence.

My impression is that when scien-
tists communicate scientific information
to the public, the difficulty of the con-
cepts and complexity of the data create
some barriers. For example, it is difficult
for the public to understand the con-
cepts of 1.5 °C and 2 °C of global average
temperature rise, as described in the
Sixth Assessment Report of the IPCC.
These abstract concepts should be illus-

trated through real-life scenarios. For in-
stance, scientists could explain that if
the temperature rise exceeds 1.5 ° C,
some natural disasters which used to
happen once in a century will likely oc-
cur every year. This explanation will
make the temperature rise easier to un-
derstand and could help increase sup-
port for action.

Montgomery: China is a vast and
diverse country. When travel is more fea-
sible, what destination highlights would
you recommend people to see when vis-
iting China, particularly if they are inter-
ested in science and technology?

Ambassador Qin: China is a vast
country, with immense geographic and
cultural diversity and time-honored his-
torical traditions.

If you are interested in the Chinese
scientific achievements of the past, I
would recommend the ancient observa-
tory in Beijing and the Dujiangyan irriga-
tion project in Chengdu, Sichuan Prov-
ince. Dujiangyan was built in 272 BC. I
have been there myself, and have seen
how it is able to control the river and
use the floodwater for irrigation. It is
amazing that the 2,000-year-old project
is still running today. If you are interest-
ed in something modern, the "Sky Eye"
(Five-Hundred-Meter Aperture Spherical
Radio Telescope, FAST, one of the larg-
est in the world) in Guizhou, the Jiu-
quan Satellite Launch Center in Inner
Mongolia and the remote sensing satel-
lite ground station in Hainan can give
you a good idea of China's scientific
achievements in current times.

Of course, I would also recommend
metropolises such as Beijing, Shanghai,
and Shenzhen, which are home to many
well- known universities, research insti-
tutions, and high-tech enterprises.

As Chinese ambassador to the U.S.,
I warmly and sincerely welcome you
and the American people to visit my
country. With its long history and a vi-
brant future, and the perfect blend of
art and science, China will not let you
down.

Source: Embassy of the People's Re-
public of China in the United States of
America

Letter to the Editor

The Engineering Behind Gelato-making

By Andre Slawik

In 2006 I was working in the con-
struction industry in Germany when I
got the opportunity to interview for a
job as a construction manager for the
company's branch office in Shanghai. I
applied for the position and was success-
ful, moving to China in January 2007.

On the way over I started to get
anxious as I was not sure what to expect
when I arrived with just my passport
and a suitcase filled with winter clothes.
The size of the airport shocked me and I
wondered how my driver would find me.
It needn't have worried as he was wait-
ing at the arrivals hall with my name on
a signboard. It was at that moment that
I fell in love with China and felt I should
have come much earlier in my life.

During my first few years in China,
from 2007 to 2014, I worked as a con-
struction engineer and project manager
on the outskirts of Shanghai, Beijing,
Yinchuan and Nanjing. Construction
work takes place much faster here in
China. The labor force is incredibly large
but there needs to be more checks and
quality control.

When the financial crisis began in
2014, I returned to Germany and worked
in my old company office. There I no-
ticed how different the construction
work in Germany was. For example,
Chinese projects were handled by 20 en-
gineers, whereas in Germany we need 3
times more than that. So, it was not a
surprise that I took the first good offer
available to head back to China which I
was missing so much. Five months after
returning to Germany, I got an offer
from another German company in Bei-
jing with a high-rank position.

I lived in Beijing from 2007 until
2008 and I loved the art scene there. I
usually spent my Sunday afternoons,
which was my only day off, walking
around the hutongs (narrow alleyways
in the old parts of the city), which was
always a delight. I really love Chinese
food, as the delicious tastes range from
spicy to sweet and sour. Additionally, I
love how nice and friendly the people
are, even if a person can't communicate
in German or English, they are willing to
listen, help and become your friends.

At the end of 2016, I had to leave
the construction company that I had
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joined in 2014 due to some internal is-
sues. However, I decided to stay in Shang-
hai for an extra year developing an ice-
machine to produce a special type of ice.
By then, I had decided to set up my own
business and decided to start making ge-
lato (a type of ice-cream), which I had be-
come very interested in. In 2016, I moved
to Xiamen to be with my girlfriend and
started to work on my project called "Pa-
pa Gelato," which was the name I gave
my slightly risky shop concept.

Unfortunately, due to circumstanc-
es beyond my control, I only started
work on getting the correct business
documents and licenses in 2018. Then
in 2019, I had to postpone the process
until the beginning of 2020. That year,
my girlfriend went home to Malaysia for
Chinese New Year and in the meantime I
continued to search for a suitable shop
location. Then the pandemic and the
lockdown happened and once again I
had to postpone my plans.

However, something great hap-
pened during the pandemic outbreak,
my girlfriend got pregnant and our first
baby arrived in December 2020. It was
the best thing that could ever happen to
us during the pandemic.

The birth gave me the motivation
to continue with my gelato project. In
February 2021, I again went in search of
a suitable shop location and finally after
a few weeks found a place and started
creating my dream in March. Most of
the renovation work was completed by
the end of July. In August 2021, Papa Ge-
lato opened for business in Xiamen.

There is a secret formula to making
gelato that nobody will tell you unless
you buy a gelato company or find out by
yourself. It requires lot of experimenta-
tion, and exact calculations are needed
to find the right balance of ingredients.
So, after (only) 4 failures I found my se-
cret recipe! It's always different when I
start making new flavors, hoping that
the customers will love it. Listening to
them gives me new ideas for further fla-
vors. It is thanks to all my supporters
and family that I embarked on this chal-
lenging gelato journey. Nothing feels bet-
ter than putting a smile on a child's face
when they eat gelato.

Andre Slawik is a former technical
manager in construction and current ge-
lato maker.

Sci-tech Sparks the Vitality of Traditional Culture

The Youth Works Exhibition on Cul-
tural Confidence and Sustainable Devel-
opment - Tiangong Xiwu was held on
December 19, which was jointly spon-
sored by Science and Technology Daily
and the Palace Museum. It is the first
time that the youth works were show-
cased in the Forbidden City.

This activity aims to encourage
young people to use modern science
and technology to stimulate history and
culture's inherent vitality constantly so
that traditional Chinese culture can be
kept vibrant and innovated.

Wang Xudong, director of the Pal-
ace Museum, said in the event that
many of the Forbidden City's structures
and cultural relics reflect the ancient
people's understanding of natural laws
and constant use of science and technol-
ogy to adapt to their surroundings. In
terms of ecological and environmental
protection, the Palace Museum has also
made significant efforts in energy con-
servation, emission reduction, and low-
carbon development to guide the audi-
ence to understand the importance of
environmental protection.

The teenagers participate in the event of Youth Works Exhibition on Cultural Confidence
and Sustainable Development in the Palace Museum.
(PHOTO: Zhou Weihai from S&T Daily)



