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After three days of participating in discussions and critique of the draft Strategic Research Plan and listening to presentations by Administration officials, it seems like good strategy to me to sit back and ask: what do we actually agree on?

AS far as I can discern, there is one solid area of agreement among most of us in this room and President Bush and his Administration, namely that global change, and climate change in particular, are among the biggest challenges society has ever faced. Consequently, they require our serious attention. We seem to agree on the fact that we are in the early stages of a great transformation: either we – i.e., society – transforms itself, or global and climate change will do it for us.

That would not be the first time in history. The question is: can we be smarter about it this time around?

What this research program ought to accomplish then is to enable policy- and decision-makers to be smart in this great transformation. I want to suggest three ways in which this plan would benefit from some significant improvement to fulfill this enabling function more effectively. And I will focus these suggestions around the three guiding principles, which underlie the plan.

The first guiding principle posits that the research agenda be policy-relevant but not policy-driven. The second says that the plan should pay particular attention to uncertainty – both in terms of reducing and assessing it but also communicating it to the decision-makers. And the third principle holds that the outputs of the research ought to be both credible and relevant, i.e., timely, accessible, understandable, and meeting decision-maker needs.

So let me turn to the first suggestion then. Many of us here have suggested ways in which this research plan does currently not represent a balanced treatment of response options. For some, there is too much emphasis on mitigation, for others too much focus on adaptation, and yet to others there is an uneven examination of important questions concerning both. The only way to remedy this
situation, and in fact to offer decision-makers the widest set of informed possible choices, is to propose an end-to-end research program, spanning from mitigation to adaptation and asking a comparable set of questions about each. For example:

· what are the market and non-market costs and benefits of all response options?

· How feasible are they?

· How does the cost, benefits, and feasibility change the longer we wait to implement them, i.e., the higher emissions have climbed and the further climate change has progressed?

· What are the potential unintended consequences of different response options?

· What is the most appropriate timeframe and window of opportunity for implementation and what options are being foreclosed by delay?

· What are the costs and damages avoided by different response options?

· What levels of confidence are needed at different spatial scales and decision-points in order to act?

· How effective are the different response options in achieving certain greenhouse gas concentration stabilization or environmental and human-welfare goals?

This sort of systematic approach would help decision-makers understand the trade-offs between different mixes of response options and what ind of world their choices would create.

Moreover, this would help with the call for priorities within and across program elements. It would push us to be more realistic about deliverables and timelines, and help us see this research endeavor as integral to the global quest for knowledge and solutions. As a result it would also help us avoid some of the pitfalls of parochialism that many commentators over the last few days here identified.

Second, the laudable focus on uncertainty already apparent in the plan could benefit from at least 2 improvements: One, the plan should not oversell the ability of the research community to reduce uncertainties – especially over the short term. WE must be honest about how our work typically resolves some and creates other unknowns. Second, then, is that we should enable decision-makers to act in the face of uncertainty anyway. By focusing so much on the uncertainties in the climate system and on the costs of action, the plan heavily biases decision-makers against action. To remedy this, the plan must place greater emphasis on the significant amount of well-established, well-documented scientific understanding – drawing on a wider range of sources than it currently does. It should furthermore acknowledge that there are also significant uncertainties and limits to our ability to adapt to change.

And third, it should also focus on the costs and risks involved in inaction. 

Finally, the plan aims for the dual and simultaneous achievement of scientific credibility and relevance to decision-makers. In the past, the two have seemed to many much like water and oil – they don’t mix well. In fact, they may entail important trade-offs and require great attention to find the right balance.

What we’ve learned over the past 20 years or more is that the best way to find that balance is by way of assessments, in which scientists and potential information users engage in direct dialogue. Currently, this plan is very weak on conducting assessments in the future, certainty on conducting ones that are open, external to agencies, and independent of governments. The “new working arrangements” alluded to in their stead are utterly vague. I strongly recommend that this plan build and improve upon the assessment experience gathered, especially during the National Assessment over the past 5 years, and then make an explicit commitment in the revised draft – in both words and dollar figures – to a sustained scientist-stakeholder engagement at all levels of decision-making.

In closing, let me thank each of you for your constructive feedback on this draft plan. I believe, the sum of all our comments is a charge back to the writers of the plan, but equally to the Administration, to take its role seriously: We call on you, the Bush Administration to return to being engaged world citizens – both in the science, assessment and policy-arenas, to be responsible managers of our natural assets and human resources, and to be careful stewards of the only planet that we’ve got. I believe , we here are all ready to do our part, not only in carrying out this ambitious research agenda, but by doing so in order to provide the kind of information this Administration needs to step up to the plate.

Thank you.

