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David Szymanski

After spending the last year working in the 
office of Senator Jon Tester (D-Mont.), my fel-
lowship has come to an end. Over the last 
month, in a bittersweet departure from Capi-
tol Hill and Washington, D.C., I made the 
transition to academia, taking a position in 
the Department of Natural and Applied Sci-
ences at Bentley University, a business school 
located just outside of Boston in Waltham, 
Massachusetts. Working in Congress for a 
year—and specifically the opportunities af-
forded me by Senator Tester and his staff—
was unquestionably the best professional 
experience of my career. Seeing the legisla-
tive process from the inside had its ups and 
downs, but the experience fueled my passion 
for teaching science to non-scientists.

Folks in our line of work often say “science 
isn’t done in a vacuum.” We use the phrase to 
stress the importance of communicating with 
colleagues (and far less frequently, the public) 
about the significance of our work. We also say 
it to remind one another that our research is 
subject to the same personal biases and social 
norms as anything else in life. To department 
chairs and supervisors, it’s also a euphemism 
for “I need money to attend a conference.” In 
any case, the statement rightly implies that sci-
ence extends beyond the walls of our offices, 
labs, and classrooms. Everything we do is con-
nected, because the real world is not subject to 
the artificial boundaries of scientific disciplines.

It’s not surprising, then, that we don’t use the 
same kind of language when we talk about 
policy. For Americans in general, it seems that 
legislation is done in a vacuum. After spending 
a year on the Hill, it’s clear to me that no other 
institution triggers such an instinctive love-hate 
reaction in folks as does the U.S. Congress. We 
tend to have a healthy respect for the system, 
at least in theory. As Winston Churchill elo-
quently summarized, “It has been said that de-
mocracy is the worst form of government 
except all those other forms that have been 
tried from time to time.” At the same time, the 
legislative process appears persistently bogged 
down by an insular Congress, mired in 

partisanship, election cycles, parochial inter-
ests, and, yes, money.

For many earth scientists, climate change 
legislation in Congress serves as a premier ex-
ample of legislating in a vacuum. Although 
most scientists can remain dispassionate about 
the data, most are also passionate advocates for 
using scientific data well. As a whole, earth sci-
entists agree that anthropogenic contribution of 
greenhouse gases to the atmosphere is the pri-
mary driver of recent climate change. In fact, at 
the time of this writing (Sept. 2009), GSA is in 
the process of revising its own position state-
ment on climate change. The current draft suc-
cinctly outlines the strengthening basis for 
concluding that humans are causing climate 
change and explicitly recommends “public 
policy that includes effective strategies for the 
reduction of greenhouse-gas emissions.” 

After fits and starts in previous sessions of 
Congress, the election and inauguration of 
President Obama seemed to be a watershed 
moment for advocates of legislation to cap do-
mestic CO2 emissions. In June, with leadership 
from the White House, the House of Represen-
tatives narrowly passed H.R.2454, the Ameri-
can Clean Energy and Security (ACES) Act of 
2009, by a margin of 219–212. Although signifi-
cant disagreement remains as to whether the 
bill takes the right tack for reducing emissions, 
its passage was unprecedented recognition of 
the link between energy and climate, and more 
importantly, the relevance of climate and earth 
science. 

By mid-summer, however, it was clear that 
the Senate was focused on healthcare reform 
(or “health insurance reform,” if you monitor 
the ebb and flow of political language). By 
mid-September, Majority Leader Harry Reid 
(D-Nev.) had signaled that the Senate would 
not likely take up climate legislation in 2009, 
given the packed Senate calendar for the rest 
of the session. This brings us to 2010 and 
mid-term elections: a tough time for tough 
votes. As a result, many climate advocates—
especially those looking toward international 
negotiations at the United Nations Climate 
Change Conference in Copenhagen, Den-
mark, later this year—see the delay as a major 

failure in leadership, if not a potentially criti-
cal failure in reducing CO2 emissions in a 
timely or meaningful way.

Is the delay in Senate action on climate 
change an example of legislating in a vacuum? 
It depends. Some laws, such as those dealing 
with civil rights, attempt to directly remediate 
what is viewed as a moral or social injustice. 
So, in some cases, civil rights laws can be 
passed even in the face of strong opposition 
because of an equally strong appeal to the con-
science of elected leaders. In the case of cli-
mate legislation, it is impossible to directly 
remediate the problem, and therefore a single 
path forward is unclear, even in the face of 
dwindling opposition. An August 2009 poll by 
Zogby International (www.zogby.com) report-
ed that an astounding 71% of likely voters fa-
vored the ACES bill passed by the House, but 
when presented with arguments for and 
against the specific plan, 41% thought the Sen-
ate should wait on action because of perceived 
economic consequences of putting a price on 
CO2. A majority (54%) still favored Senate ac-
tion after hearing the arguments, but the split 
indicates a lack of understanding about the im-
mediacy of the problem.

Mitigating anthropogenic climate change is 
undoubtedly one of the most difficult chal-
lenges humans have ever faced. The com-
plexity of the global carbon cycle—the 
trouble people have in appropriately weigh-
ing the risks of action vs. inaction, combined 
with the economic and diplomatic hurdles to 
even slow the rate of global CO2 emissions—
is staggering. Earth scientists may agree that 
the United States needs public policy to re-
duce emissions, but none of us has a legiti-
mate claim on the best way to do it. 

I don’t think the delay on climate legislation 
is the result of doing policy in a vacuum; I 
think the number of variables in the problem 
overwhelms the legislative process. The evi-
dence is that a majority of the public supports 
action on climate but consistently ranks climate 
change very low or dead last on a list of im-
minent problems facing the U.S. And so the 
problem gets kicked down the road. 

What to do? The solution is certainly not to 
give up on creating good policy based on good 
science. As my predecessors and I have dis-
cussed in these pages, there are numerous 
ways for earth scientists to take part directly in 
policy development—and they do. But policy 
alone is not enough. Systems for reducing CO2

emissions that have been discussed or intro-
duced in Congress have been almost exclu-
sively based on putting a price on carbon 
(cap-and-trade, carbon tax, etc.). It has been 

Final Report

2008–2009 Congressional Science Fellow Report



GSA�TODAY,�DECEMBER�2009� 21

www.cambridge.org/us

OUTSTANDING SCHOLARSHIP

Volcanic and Tectonic Hazard Assessment for Nuclear Facilities
EDITED BY:  Charles B. Connor  •  Neil A. Chapman  •  Laura J. Connor
List: $150.00  •  Disc. $120.00  •  HB  •  978-0-521-88797-7  •  638 pp.

Introduction to Coastal Processes and Geomorphology
Robin Davidson-Arnott
List: $125.00  •  Disc. $100.00  •  HB: 978-0-521-87445-8  •  256 pp.

List: $55.00   •  Disc. $44.00  •  PB  •  978-0-521-69671-5

The Cambridge Handbook of  Earth Science Data
Paul Henderson  •  Gideon M. Henderson
List: $30.00  •  Disc. $24.00  •  PB  •  978-0-521-69317-2  •  286 pp.

Geological Fluid Dynamics
Sub-surface Flow and Reactions

Owen M. Phillips
List: $72.00  •  Disc. $57.60  •  Hardback  •  978-0-521-86555-5  •  298 pp.

Challenged by Carbon
The Oil Industry and Climate Change

Bryan Lovell
List: $90.00  •  Disc. $72.00  •  HB  •  978-0-521-19701-4  •  230 pp.

List: $29.99  •  Disc. $23.99  •  PB  •  978-0-521-14559-6

Geomorphology and Global Environmental Change
EDITED BY:  Olav Slaymaker  •  Thomas Spencer  •  Christine Embleton-Hamann
List: $80.00  •  Disc. $64.00  •  HB  •  978-0-521-87812-8  •  450 pp.

Planetary Tectonics
EDITED BY:  Thomas A. Watters  •  Richard A. Schultz
Cambridge Planetary Science
List: $140.00  •  Disc. $112.00  •  HB  •  978-0-521-76573-2  •  585 pp.

Missed us at the GSA Annual Meeting 2009? 

It’s not too late to take advantage of our Exclusive 20% Off Sale!

Browse our best sellers from the meeting at 
www.cambridge.org/me9GSA

Hurry! Offer expires 12/31/2009

20% 
OFF

alternately argued that the price signal in such 
a system will be too small to change consumer 
behavior or too large to make timely and tar-
geted cuts economically feasible. In any case, 
consumers and businesses will ultimately be 
responsible for the reductions.

In addition to helping create policy in the 
short-term, earth scientists must also do a bet-
ter job educating consumers and non-science 
professionals about the complexity of sys-
tems rather than framing “climate change” as 
a discrete problem. (Even connecting climate 
change to the increased frequency or inten-
sity of natural disasters seems to be inade-
quate for assigning appropriate weight to 
risks.) There is no single best way to do this 
either, but in the long-term, systems thinking 
is an indispensible tool for making personal 
and corporate decisions about energy use 
and sustainability. In moving to Bentley Uni-
versity, my goal is to help the next generation 
of business leaders integrate science-based 
systems thinking into their professional lives 
and, in turn, move toward more sustainable 
decisions in the use of resources.

In a final note, I want to express my sincer-
est gratitude to GSA members and leadership 
and the U.S. Geological Survey for the oppor-
tunity to spend a year working and learning in 
Congress. I am often asked if spending a year 
in D.C. improved or tarnished my views on our 
system for making laws. Of course, after having 
a year to polish my political skills, I always re-
spond “both.” In reality, my views have not 
changed. I had my share of frustrations, but for 
all its flaws, it really is a good system. As in any 
institution, it’s up to the participants to make it 
work. Fortunately, we are all participants.
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