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The Right Climate for Assessment 
As nations debate limits on greenhouse emissions, Robert Watson takes charge of the world's leading 

scientific program of climate change assessment. Can he make the IPCC work better? 

Robert Watson's energetic approach to sci- 
ence is legendary. Once he flew from Wash- 
ington, D.C., to Jakarta for lunch-just 
lunch-to release a report on biodiversity. 
Then there was his trip to Amsterdam. Ar- 
riving too late for breakfast, he gave a half- 
hour talk to an international meeting on 
changes in land use and left before lunch 
was served. For almost 20 years, Watson has 
traveled the United States and abroad nag- 
ging, cajoling, and prodding scientists into 
refining the way they reach consensus on 
a range of environmental issues-among 
them stratospheric ozone depletion, green- 
house warming, biodiversity, and sustain- 
able development. 

The aim of all 
thii frenetic activ- 
ity is to help policy- 
makers sort through 
the babel of con- 
flicting scientific 
opinion on impor- 
tant policy issues. 
Working at NASA, 
the White House, 
and now the World 
Bank. Watson has 

enormous job, but one that plays to his 
strengths as a hard-driving, consensus- 
building science manager. 

The IPCC has its roots in the early days 
of assessing the cause and likely extent of 
ozone depletion. Nine years after its cre- 
ation by the United Nations Environment 
Program (UNEP) and the World Meteor- 
ological Organization (WMO), it has evolved 
into an exercise involving 2500 scientists 
around the globe. Every 5 years, a 3-year 
effort culminates in three major reports- 
on the science of climate change, its im- 
pacts, and possible responses. Each report 
consists of about a dozen chapters put to- 

helped convert the 
subtle global threat of ozone depletion into a 
model of scientific assessment and political 
response. He's injected an integrative ap- 
proach to environmental problems at the 
White House, and he's begun to heighten 
environmental awareness at the World Bank. 
where he is now director of the environmen- 
tal department. Next week, he also takes the 
helm of the biggest scientific assessment of 
them all, the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC), as it embarks on its 
next major report. 

The post puts Watson smack in the 
middle of one of the hottest scientific de- 
bates of all-a debate in which IPCC has 
already played an influential role. Its 1995 
report, which pointed to signs of a human- 
induced "discernible change" in global cli- 
mate, was a key input into a political pro- 
cess that will culminate in December, 
when representatives of more than 160 na- 
tions will meet in Kyoto, Japan, to adopt a 
binding agreement on greenhouse-gas emis- 
sions. IPCC's next report, due in 2000, will 
try to refine the scientific consensus fur- 
ther, pushing assessments toward the edge 
of-but not into-policy-making. It's an 

which many trillions of dollars in economic 
activity may turn, is unassailable "transpar- 
ency and credibility." 

Who do you trust'? 
Like the IPCC, Watson got his start when 
stratospheric ozone depletion was still a 
theoretical threat. His Ph.D. from London 
University in 1973 was on the gas-phase 
kinetics of chlorine, bromine, and fluorine, 
the very chemistry that within a couple of 
years would become central to the ozone 
controversv. But Watson admits he "did all 
this work without a clue it had any rel- 
evance to the atmosphere." A series of post- 

"I believe the IPCC 
process is much, much 
more powerful than the 
single-agency approach." 

-Robert Watson 

gether by lead authors from around the 
world. The authors draw on scores of 
equally international contributors and in- 
corporate comments from hundreds of re- 
viewer scientists. The first two reports 
came out in 1990 and 1995, and the next 
cycle is just beginning. Watson assumes 
the chair from Bert Bolin, professor emeri- 
tus in meteorology at Stockholm Univer- 
sity in Sweden. 

Watson faces the job of defending and 
fine-tuning a process that some scientists 
view as already near perfection-but a few 
regard as fatally flawed. "The IPCC is a 
grand experiment," says atmospheric sci- 
entist Michael Oppenheimer of the Envi- 
ronmental Defense Fund in New York City. 
"It's a tough question: How do you provide 
a process that draws technical conclusions 
and is completely faithful to the science, 
but is still usable by governments? There is 
no simple answer." 

The exhaustive and exhausting process 
has had its critics lately, prompting Watson 
to offer that "if there's any perception it's 
not the best, we're going to change it." His 
goal for the climate assessment project, on 

doc positions soon in- 
troduced him to the 
social relevance of gas- 
phase chemistry, and 
5 years at the Jet Pro- 
pulsion Laboratory in 
Pasadena, California, 
involved him in the 
evaluation of labora- 
tory kinetics data for 
modeling atmospher- 
ic chemical processes. 
The experience. he 
says wryiy, taught him 

the process of figuring out "which of these 
23 papers do you trust?" 

Arriving at NASA headquarters in 1980 
as program scientist for the Upper Atmo- 
sphere Research Program, Watson found the 
overall assessment of ozone science to be just 
as fragmented. In a 2-year period, at least five 
major assessments were carried out-by the 
U.S. National Academy of Sciences, NASA, 
the European Union, UNEP, and the British 
government. Watson was bewildered: "I said, 
'This is ridiculous.' Both the scientists and the 
policy-makers were looking at the differ- 
ences between the reports instead of the 
similarities. Policy-making was already com- 
plicated enough; we r e a l i i  we needed an 
international umbrella." By 1981, Watson 
had brought in the WMO, and eventually the 
series of international ozone reports-which 
continues today-was co-sponsored by the 
two major international environmental or- 
ganizat io~UNEP and WMO. 

Watson's take-home lesson from his ozone 
days is simple: "1 believe the [international] 
IPCC process is much, much more powerful 
than the single-agency approach. The most 
important thing when you have an assessment 
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University in New York. Lambright calls I MALARIA RESEARCH 
Watson a "bureaucratic entrepreneur," some- 
one who manages his part of the bureaucracy 
aggressively for a clear goal, in Watson's case to 1 South Wants Place at Table in 
p&duce science that could cre 
z o n e e p e t o n e s e i z e ~ e  1 New Collaborative Effort 
savs ~ambrieht .  "He was a network builder. He 
traveled all over the place; he's a tremendously 
energetic guy, works hard, and is quite savvy. 
He pushed his position to the utmost; he was 
;I catalyst for a much bigger process." 

While pursuing the ozone problem at  
NASA, Watson "had the right issue and the 
right organization ;it the right time," says 
Lambright, who has studied the science- 
policy process of the time. Rut that may not 
have heen the case when Watson went to the 
White House's Office of Science and Tech- 
nology Policy (OSTP) as associate director for 
environment. There his efforts to coordinate 
federal agencies' response to the greenhouse 
problem, global change, and other environ- 
mental problems met with far less success. 

With Watson's arrival, OSTP informed 
Congress that the new Clinton Administra- 
tion "would go beyond basic research on the 
physical science issues [of global change] to 
societal and health issues," says Lambright. 
Watson "tried to move science into ~ o l i c v  . , 
quickly, which was very entrepreneurial . . . 
but people got upset with a White House 
figure telling agencies what to do." 

Watson admits that his approach at 
OSTP didn't fly al! that well, but "if I had to 
do it again, I W O L I ~ ~ , "  he says. Watson feels 
that his assessment efforts at OSTP "went 
quite well." In areas as diverse as ozone deple- 
tion and oxygenated motor vehicle fuels, 
"the science input was welcome at the table" 
where consensus was hammered out. 

Coordinating the science at federal agen- 
cies was another matter, however. "Peonle 
may feel I pushed too far in trying to'be 
holistic," says Watson. His holistic view- 
point on natural reso~~rces-integrating glo- 
bal warming, biodiversity, and toxins, for 
examnle-seemed to some researchers to be 
more like benign neglect of global warming 
(Science, 22 September 1995, p. 1665). And 
agencies were reluctant to spend the time 
needed to coordinate their activities if their 
budgets weren't risrng, too. 

As Watson takes on leadershin of the bie- 
gest scientific assessment of all time, his 
former boss at NASA, Shelby Tilford of Or- 
bital Sciences Corp. in Dulles, Virginia, 
hopes he will remain focused and energetic. 
"I think it's an enormous task," he cautions. 
"This is a much, much more complicated 
issue than CFCs. The  whole process is going 
to be much more difficult. The  main thing is 
for Bob to keep the scientific integrity with- 
out [the debate] becoming politicized too 
early. 1 wish him a lot of luck." 

-Richard A. Kerr 

HYDERABAD, INDIA-A new international 
initiative to combat malaria in Africa has trig- 
gered a mixed reaction from researchers in ile- 
veloping countries. While scientists on the 
front lines in the battle against malaria hail the 
prospect of ad~litional fi~nding for ;I disease that 
claims 3 million lives a year, many wonder if 
the Multilateral Initiative on Malaria (MIM) 
can deliver on its promise. At  a global meeting 
on malaria research helii here last month, lead- 
ing researchers from the developing world 
warned that MIM can succeed only if it treats 
them as equal partners and tries to build up 
African science as well as promoting high- 
uualitv research. 

8 ,  

T h e  idea of a multilateral initiative was 

ance in resources between North and South. 
That, in turn, can lead to a phenomenon that 
Win Kilama, director-general of the National 
Institute for Medical Research in Dar es Sa- 
laam, Tanzania, disparagingly calls "para- 
chute science." in which Western scientists 
drop in to skim off results from local trials. 
Then there are the stumbling blocks within 
the developing world-excessive bureau- 
cracy, meager funding, a poor infrastructure, 
and a shortage of trained native persons-that 
dilute the effectiveness of outside efforts. 

Next month MIM will take the first step 
toward overcoming these problems when it 
convenes a panel to sort through "letters of 
interest" from researchers. The goal, says Tore 

first p~~bl ic ly  discussed at  an international 
meeting of malaria scientists and public 
health experts held in January in Dakar, 
Senegal (Science, 17 January, p. 299). 
A t  last month's meeting here, offi- 
cials from the U.S. National In- 
s t i t ~ ~ t e s  of Health (NIH),  e 

3 
the World Health Orga- 0 

nization ( W H O ) ,  the 
World Rank, and the g 
Wellcome Trust pledged 5 
$2 million to get the 
project off the ground. In 
addition, NIH has corn- 
mitted another $2 million 
for new initiatives in 1997, 
including creating a reposi- 
tory of malaria reagents for 
use by the global research 
community (Science, 29 Au- 
gust, p. 1207). "For the first 
time, officials from MIM have 
act~~al ly conveyed to the 
larger scientific community 
thiir enthusiasm and the; 
comrnitrnent to a genuine Crossing borders, saving lives. One successful, long-term col- 

laboration between malaria researchers in the North and South in- 
partnership inmalariay"noted volves Richard Carter of the University of Edinburgh, Peter David 
Barend Mans, a senior adviser of the Pasteur Institute, and Kamini Mendis of the University of 
on international health re- Colombo, Sri Lanka. At the same time, Tanzania's Andrew Kitua 
search for the Medical Re- works on an African test of a synthetic vaccine. 
search Council of the Nether- 
lands, at the Hyderabad meeting. Godal, director of WHO'S special program for 

But getting this initial commitment may research and training in tropical diseases 
turn out to he the easv nart. The $2 million (TDR). is to "to Dromote, coordinate, and , L , , 

raised so far is paltry compared with the re- fund collaborative' research in ~ f r i c a " '  that 
uuests for funds that have noured in since will lead to "sustainable development of ma- 
MIM was announced (see sidebar). And even laria research and control." Organizers say 
if MIM's saonsors do succeed in raisine addi- that it could be extended to other regions if 
tional millions, forging the kinds of partner- the resources materialize. 
ships that will be needed to carry out the work Godal's language is intended to address two 
will be tough. One ~najor obstacle is the irnbal- major concerns. The first, by European fi~nding 
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