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CLIMATOLOGY:
Stitching Together a Global System of Systems

Andrew Lawler

Keeping an eye on the planet is no simple task. NASA alone is currently flying 15
satellites designed to understand various aspects of the Earth system. Europe and
Japan also have large spacecraft carrying out climate research, and there is a fleet of
weather satellites operated by countries including India and China. And that's only what
is in space: Many nations also deploy ocean buoys, balloons, and aircraft to gather
additional climate and weather data on everything from atmospheric temperature to
deep-ocean currents.

Scientists have long dreamed of flowing together these many rivulets of data to create a
common stream from which all climate researchers may drink. And last summer in
Evian, France, leaders of the eight richest nations pledged to create a comprehensive,
continuous, and coordinated system of global observation systems. Since then, 50
nations--from Argentina to Uzbekistan--have signed up to take part in what Charles
Kennel, director of Scripps Institution of Oceanography in La Jolla, California, calls "a
remarkable and profound event."

Slow going. NOAA's Conrad Lautenbacher is working on
a coordinated plan for Earth observation.

CREDIT: NOAA

In February, ministers from around the world will gather in Belgium, the third such
meeting since the one in Evian, to draw up a 10-year plan to coordinate observation
plans, involve developing countries in data gathering, and exchange all data quickly and
openly. But many researchers, frustrated by what they see as a lack of progress, fear
that the entire exercise is part of an attempt by U.S. President George W. Bush to talk
about climate change rather than take action. They also worry that further delays will
produce a proliferation of redundant instruments and a chaotic sea of data. "How can
this work when U.S. agencies aren't even able to coordinate?" asks Kevin Trenberth of



the National Center for Atmospheric Research in Boulder, Colorado. Adds another
climate researcher: "They've just created a new acronym and a new committee."

Such cynicism is unwarranted, says Conrad C. Lautenbacher Jr., chief of the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), which is the U.S. representative to the
talks. The mere presence of so many high-level officials shows that governments are
taking the issue seriously, argues NOAA's Greg Withey, who is in charge of satellite
systems. "You don't get 40 to 50 ministers coming to a conference just because they like
to travel," he says. But Withey predicts "it is going to take another year" to come up with
an approach that will iron out the technical difficulties of creating common data sets and
calibrating instruments.

Withey says that by the end of this year, NOAA will have a plan for U.S. observation
strategy for the next decade to present at the February meeting. Japan is working on its
own document, and Europe has just wrapped up work on a global system that combines
environmental and security monitoring.
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