
 

 Interview with David Fernandez Rivas (UT) 
 
The Lorentz Center organizes a workshop on the subject “Pathways to Solar Hydrogen 
Technologies” on June 13-17, 2016. You are one of the initiators and co-organizer of this 
event. 
How did you come up with the idea to organise a workshop specific on this subject? And 
why at the Lorentz center? 
 
During my post-doc period I worked in a project named Solar2fuel together with Jurriaan 
Huskens from the Molecular Nanofabrication Group and Han Gardeniers from the Mesoscale 
Chemical Systems Group, both from the University of Twente. My main task was to design 
and build a prototype to produce hydrogen bubbles from water and sunlight as a part of the 
BioSolar cells program .  
 
Very early in the project I realised that the topic was very rich in scientific publications and to 
a lesser extent, in the popular media that reported on the future use of hydrogen as a source 
of renewable energy. I noticed that there was not much attention paid to the integration of 
separate components into a viable prototype that could eventually be deployed into society, 
or valorised. 
In discussions with colleagues working in the field with more experience than me, particularly 
Miguel Modestino from the EPFL in Switzerland, an idea to bring together world experts in 
the field of hydrogen production using clean, renewable sunlight (also known as solar hydro-
gen) started to take shape. The main goal of such an event would be to bridge knowledge 
gaps between academic researchers and industry in order to facilitate technological transi-
tion of solar hydrogen technologies from laboratory demonstrations to deployment into soci-
ety. We wanted to bring together world leaders in the multi-disciplinary areas of photoelec-
trochemistry, catalysis, mass transport, materials science, and electrochemical energy tech-
nologies, but we realised that we needed to bring as well representatives from industry, gov-
ernment and social institutions. To this aim, the organizing team grew with Shane Ardo from 
University of California Irvine and Verena Stimberg from the Science, Technology, and Policy 
Studies Group. 
 
I wanted to organise our event in the Lorentz center where I have been a few times before. I 
still remember my first time at a workshop organised by Detlef Lohse, where I got inspired 
with one of his talks, and specifically by the way Lorentz Center organises its scientific meet-
ings and unorthodox programs. Its facilities and organisation style promote the discussion of 
complex topics in a relaxed atmosphere. In this unique meeting point we will share and de-
bate about different point of views: government, science (universities and research insti-
tutes), governmental role (Topsectoren, Department of Energy, USA), companies, as well as 
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from the social science perspective, without leaving education aspects behind. We believe 
that their involvement brings a very interesting and innovative twist in the discussion. 
 
What makes a workshop like this important if you look at it from the perspective of socie-
ty? Could it lead to innovation or maybe even to policy changes? 
If we, as scientists, want to contribute to some of the societal challenges we face today, we 
must take a more active role in the outreach and valorisation activities. If the knowledge we 
generate inside the research institutes and universities remains in scientific journals (not al-
ways in Open Access form) or complicated patents, then it is very hard for a company or oth-
er interested in making a good use to pick it up and continue. 
Additionally, if we manage expectations from governmental and societal institutions and 
align ourselves, the struggle for getting funds or subsidies should, in principle, be eased. 
Among the existing challenges I can think of, I expect us to create a good collaboration plat-
form, unified terminology such as a broad definition of “efficiencies”, short-, medium- and 
long-term goals, etc. By having a varied combination of experts, the organisation of useful 
debates will be an interesting task. During each day, we have set a specific goal to guide the 
discussion and we will try to produce information that can be shared later on with the scien-
tific community and other interested audiences in the social, political and industrial sectors. 
To illustrate the relevance of our initiative, the Energy and Environmental Science Journal 
from The Royal Society of Chemistry will also give coverage to our activity. 
 
How is it important to the MCEC program? Are MCEC members invited to participate? 
 Members of the MCEC program are already involved from the beginning (Han Gardeniers 
and Detlef Lohse) and will be participating as well. I think MCEC can benefit in many ways, 
more specific, since the talks in Paris in December 2015, I believe the attention to newer and 
more ecologically-friendly energy generation technologies will receive increased attention 
from all sectors of society. Though small within the MCEC context, this research line could 
become stronger and deliver important results. 
 
Writing an application and organising a workshop like this, takes a lot of time and effort. 
Would you stimulate others to apply for a workshop as well? What would be your most 
important advise? 
Definitely! The staff in Lorentz Center gives the right support along the whole application 
procedure, and I am sure the realisation of the event will be a success. If you have a good 
idea, and manage to put up a good crowd, they will take care of the rest.  
My main advise would be to make the topic of your workshop as interdisciplinary and socially 
relevant possible. Not only the subject itself must have a strong scientific component, it also 
must spur valuable discussions and sharing of new ideas and connecting communities that 
would not meet otherwise.  
Read more about the scientific work of David 
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