
“Science-policy connections to improve responses to extreme climatic events:  Briefings requested—Quickly!”

In the wake of Hurricane Katrina and the New Orleans levee breaches, it is becoming clear that FEMA has suffered since 2001 with political/crony appointments of inexperienced people to leadership positions and large cuts to budgets for disaster mitigation [1].  Political “accountability” should concern both sides of being responsible—accepting blame for mistakes and taking steps to ensure that the mistakes are not repeated.  Even though the rescue and refugee problems are still taking place and finger-pointing and buck-passing are capturing headlines, there is an opportunity to make well-focused contributions to discussions of how to make better policy and plans for the future.  In this light I have been contacted by a national policy analysis group who know two things about me: 1) I am teaching a graduate course in Science, Technology and Public Policy, which begins with an intensive three-week Problem-based learning unit, so a team of researchers might be readily assembled; and 2) I once wrote about the possibility of learning from social responses to extreme climatic events in the following terms [2]:

Tightening long-term projections [of climate change] or highlighting their severity is not… the only means by which policy responses to climate change could be catalyzed.  As political scientist Glantz has observed, extreme climate-related events, such as droughts, storms, and floods, already elicit socio-political responses that can be relatively easily studied.[3] Recent and historical cases of climatic-related "natural hazards" shed light on the impact of different emergency plans, investment in infrastructure and its maintenance, and reconstruction schemes.   Policymakers, from the local level up, can learn "by analogy" from experience and prepare for future crises.  Glantz' approach is valuable whether or not these crises increase in frequency (or are already increasing in frequency) as a result of global climate change.  Instead of emphasizing the investigation of physical processes and waiting for uncertainty to be eliminated before action is taken from the top, this approach calls for systematic analysis of effective versus vulnerable institutional arrangements.  Such discussion of specific, local responses to climate change has been occurring. Nevertheless, the vast majority of funds for global change research is currently being devoted to improving GCMs and allied climatic studies.

The national policy analysis group aims to get political authorities and political groups—from the town level to the international, from the elected to the voluntary—interested in learning about how best to respond to extreme climatic events and pushing for changes in policy, budgets, organization, and so on. It should be possible to engage people who resist the idea of human-induced climate change—after all, whatever its cause, weather like Hurricane Katrina and this year’s record snowfall in Boston area has to be dealt with.[4]

What this group is asking us is that we investigate the science-policy connections involved in improving responses to extreme climatic events.  They want us to step back from the current disaster and political uproar and look at who—at various levels of political organization and decision making—needs to know what kinds of things that different natural and social sciences have learned or could learn if appropriate short- or long-term research were undertaken—and how that knowledge can be made available to them.  The short time we have for the task matches the group’s interest in making an informed and informative contribution to public discussion by the end of the month; there is no expectation that we will produce a definitive, everything-wrapped-up report.  The group imagines that we can provide “briefings” that provide or point to key resources (e.g., issues, concepts, arguments, evidence, references, websites, summaries of case studies, quotes, images, organizations, people to contact, research already under way, research questions and proposals)—Exactly what might be a resource concerning science for someone involved in policy is up to us to decide, but surely it will vary depending on who the intended audience is for each briefing.

The first step is for us to brainstorm so each person finds some angle related to the group’s request that you want to investigate and report back on.  Your angle for the briefing may evolve as you investigate and exchange findings with other students.  Meanwhile, the national group is soliciting others to brief them on aspects of responding to extreme climatic events that do not involve connecting science and policy.   
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PBL
 session 1 activity to help define topics for briefings on “Science-policy connections to improve responses to extreme climatic events” (as the scenario calls for)

KNF. Separate points one to row. Work through the whole KNF for each point and use HYW (perhaps with another student as sounding board) to check your thinking. Revise accordingly.

	What do we Know?

( = How do you Know that? -- What's the evidence, assumptions, and reasoning?)
	What do we Need to know?

(WhY do we need to find this out?*)
	How to Find this out?

(Will your method of research best enable you to Find this out?)
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* This question is for you to check that the questions you propose to research help you move towards defining briefings on Science-policy connections to improve responses to extreme climatic events (as the scenario calls for)

Pair-share (look up when you're finished, find someone who's finished and share what you came up with)

Go around in the whole class

Choose one item and convey to class as whole.  In second go around you can add another item.  PT (or volunteer) records on board and later distributes by email.

Notice who, if anyone, expresses similar points or overlapping interests. PT (or volunteer) records and later distributes by email.

Characterize the task you will pursue during the coming week (which may become your briefing topic).  Identify which one or two people you will inform about what you find, and which one or two people you want to be kept informed by.  PT (or volunteer) records and later distributes by email.







