GD Manager’s Meeting Homework

Jill McCarthy – Geologic Hazards Team

Decide which science question (s) or strategic action (s) discussed in the Strategy you think are most important.  What does Geology have to do to be a significant player or contributor?  What has to be changed, adapted, or grown in Geology?  

If by “science questions” you mean strategic directions or thrusts, then I would say that all six strategic science directions are important.  But a few are more closely aligned to the core competencies of the Geologic Discipline as a whole.  The thrusts that directly mimic existing programs  (hazards, energy & mineral resources) have an advantage as they can build on decades of work in the same subject area and they have the clearest (and largest) role for GD.  The science thrusts that are relatively new or less well aligned with our core historic programs do not offer as much potential for GD (although that’s not to diminish our role, which still could be big), such as water quality and availability and public health.  In between these two end members are ecosystem change and climate variability – in these areas GD has quite a bit of expertise and experience, but could nevertheless benefit by more expanded effort in these topics and possibly increased coordination with sister disciplines.  Even more important, I believe GD needs to be better coordinated in these areas.  We have lots of resources and expertise that can be brought to bear on each one of the strategic science thrusts, but we won’t be a significant contributor to each of these if the efforts are prioritized, coordinated, and communicated through a clearer organizational structure (like we already have for the hazards, energy, and minerals programs, for example). 

In terms of strategic actions that are most important, let me concentrate on the area I know best which is hazards.  I believe that the focus on improving the monitoring infrastructure is crucial for all the other work done under this strategic thrust – it provides the core dataset which serves as the foundation for hazards research (both long-term and short-term).  To do this, we need more money both for equipment and for personnel to implement/operate/manage this equipment and develop useful products from it.  One flaw in the initial ANSS vision was the belief that we only required funds for capitalization costs to build a new network.  This is far from the case – it takes people to manage contracts, install equipment and develop an operational system that is reliable and always available.  

Next in my list of important strategic actions is pursuing an increased focus on risk and loss, while moving beyond hazard. To accomplish this, we will require the addition of more engineering and economics expertise, better computing capability, and better information about the existing physical infrastructure in hazardous areas.   

What new technologies, expertise, and data are needed to achieve the vision?

See answer above.  In addition, better use of remotely sensed data may help address the problem of getting and maintaining critical information about the geologic and built environment – so INSAR, LIDAR, and other types of capabilities are crucial.

Which strategic partners need to be cultivated?

Arguably the greatest untapped strategic partner for GD is the private sector.  Much focus has been directed toward developing regional information about a damaging natural disaster and providing it broadly in real time to emergency managers, the media, and the public.  However, far less effort has been directed at helping businesses evaluate their exposure to natural hazards, develop and implement risk/loss reduction efforts, determine the impact of an event that is either on-going or recently transpired, and prioritize response efforts.  This is ironic, as businesses are typically well educated about risk and are highly motivated to minimize risk and loss. The business community can also be highly influential when it comes to arguing for the importance of USGS work and the need for increased funding.  Developing a more aggressive posture toward developing products and information that meets the need of major corporations – which typically have large infrastructure to protect and an appreciation for the need to manage risk aggressively – could lead to many new users of USGS information and an increased recognition for USGS as a partner in keeping the U.S. economy strong by helping companies enhance business continuity.  

What barriers do we have to overcome?

Funding is the biggest barrier, but maybe that goes without saying.  Very little of the SST report can be implemented without additional funds.

Another barrier is the preverbial tug of war between line management of program operations and matrix management.  I have long thought that what we need is a variable organizational structure that recognizes that some programs need to be managed in a matrix (e.g., ecosystem change or other efforts that are fundamentally geographic in focus) and some are better managed as national programs (e.g., hazards, energy thrusts) – particularly if they have a heavy process and theory component that isn’t linked to specific geographic conditions.  No need to force-fit a “one size fits all” approach if it’s not appropriate for all activities/programs. 

