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NEWS
Survey Highlights Search
for Habitable Extrasolar Planets
The search for nearby, habitable planets outside of our solar system is one of
three priority science objectives identified
by the U.S. decadal survey of astronomy
and astrophysics for 2012–2021, released
on 13 August. The other top objectives outlined in the U.S. National Research Council
(NRC) report, New Worlds, New Horizons in
Astronomy and Astrophysics, are searching
for the first stars, galaxies, and black holes;
and advancing the understanding of the fundamental physics of the universe, including
determining the properties of dark energy.
“The search for exoplanets is one of the
most exciting subjects in all of astronomy,
and one of the most dynamic, with major new
results emerging even as this report was being
written,” the survey notes, adding that since
the first exoplanets were found in the early
1990s, discovery techniques have improved
and the number of planets discovered has
increased to about 500 currently known.
“This survey is recommending a program
to explore the diversity and properties of
planetary systems around other stars, and
to prepare for the long- term goal of discovering and investigating nearby, habitable
planets,” the report states. “Generating a
census of Earth-like or terrestrial planets is
the essential first step toward determining
whether our own home world is a commonplace or rare outcome of planet formation.”
The report’s top priority recommendation
for a space mission is the $1.6 billion Wide

Field Infrared Survey Telescope ( WFIRST),
a 1.5-meter wide-field- of-view near-infraredimaging and low-resolution- spectroscopy
telescope that could help find exoplanets
as well as help determine the effect of dark
energy on the evolution of the universe. The
top-ranked medium- sized space-based project is the New Worlds Technology Development Program, which the report recommends that NASA initially fund at $4 million
annually, “to lay the technical and scientific
foundations for a future space imaging and
spectroscopy mission.”
Several astronomers on the committee
emphasized that the search for habitable
planets is an important and timely topic.
“The search for habitable planets, and
the implicit expectation that that exercise
will include the search for life, is something
that is a profound activity conducted by
human beings. And the fact that we might
be able to accomplish this in this next
decade, it shouldn’t be a surprise that such
a goal was raised high on that list,” Neil
deGrasse Tyson, member of the NRC Committee for a Decadal Survey of Astronomy
and Astrophysics, said at a 13 August briefing. Tyson, director of the Hayden Planetarium at the American Museum of Natural
History in New York, said, “We believe that
[the search for] exoplanets at this time, in
the rollout of technologies available to us,
belongs exactly where we put it” on the priority list.

MEETING
Catalyzing Interdisciplinary Research
on Climate Change
DISCCRS: Dissertations Initiative for the Advancement of Climate Change Research;
Mesa, Arizona, 13–20 March 2010
Each year, the Dissertations Initiative
for the Advancement of Climate Change
Research (DISCCRS; http://disccrs.org) brings
together a select group of 34 recent Ph.D.
graduates to facilitate peer networking and
professional development and to encourage interdisciplinary research related to climate change. This year, the invited scholars included physical, biological, and social
scientists specializing in fields ranging from
atmospheric science to environmental governance. The meeting focused on the challenges and benefits of collaborative interdisciplinary research and the imperative to

achieve climate change solutions. Professional development activities provided participants with new tools for scientific communication, leadership, and facilitation of
collaboration. The symposium demonstrated
the value of interacting in an intensive, structured setting with a highly diverse group
around a shared scientific interest.
The risks of interdisciplinary research
are varied and occur at multiple stages in
a scholar’s career, ranging from pursuing
nontraditional dissertation topics to publishing outside one’s primary field. Many
institutional challenges require creative

NAS committee executive officer Lynne
Hillenbrand told Eos that there is very little
disagreement in the astronomical community about the importance of the search for
exoplanets and the necessity of having a
program leading to progress. Hillenbrand,
a professor in the astronomy department at
the California Institute of Technology, Berkeley, said that WFIRST and the New World
Technology Program both are in support
of a future space mission. She noted that
prior to a future mission to study potentially
habitable exoplanets in detail, scientific and
technical progress needs to be made. “Our
recommendation is to do this work so that
by mid- decade, we will be better informed
to know how to do this space mission and
prepare one for consideration by the next
decadal survey.”
NAS committee member Jonathan Lunine
told Eos that “there is no question that
this field is ripe for continued discoveries,
up to and including sometime in the next
2 decades, the possibility of the first analysis
of the composition of an Earth- size-planet’s
atmosphere around a star like the Sun.”
Lunine, a professor in the physics department of the University of Rome Tor Vergata,
Italy, is on leave from the University of Arizona. He added, “That’s a huge amount of
progress and scientific promise in the last
2 decades, and hence merited a strong
emphasis in the survey.”
Lunine noted that federal budgetary constraints were a key factor in determining
report priorities. He indicated, “We had to
be realistic and find a way to address in a
single mission at least two of our top goals.
WFIRST will provide first- order new science
in the cosmology and the exoplanet realm
in a single mission. And both are complemented by ground-based and tech development programs for the future. So it is very
important to understand that WFIRST is not

a cosmology mission on which exoplanets are piggybacked. WFIRST’s purpose is
to do measurements of distant supernovae,
weak lensing, and baryonic acoustic oscillations with the goal of trying to understand dark energy, and gravitational microlensing to derive the galaxy-wide statistics
on planetary system architecture including Earths and sub- Earths in the habitable
zone.”
Those goals,” he noted, “are not in priority
order; they are coequal. Therefore, our top priority space mission, WFIRST, has cosmology
and exoplanets as its coequal primary goals.”
Kevin Marvel, executive officer for the
American Astronomical Society (AAS), told
Eos, “A discovery of life as we know it elsewhere— or even life as we don’t know it or
couldn’t expect it—would be one of the
most important discoveries of all time, not
just in astronomy but for humankind. This is
the primary reason the science case for missions that would identify additional worlds,
especially those that could harbor life, rose
to the top of the survey, in my opinion.”
AAS strongly endorsed the survey, stating that it “presents exciting yet realistic
recommendations for the next decade.”
Marvel added that the U.S. Congress, the
White House, and federal funding agencies “will use our community priorities to
allocate federal resources to astronomy
and astrophysics projects.”
The report, which also lays out a number of other priorities for space and groundbased research, involved hundreds of
astronomers and astrophysicists. It is the
sixth such survey and the first that takes
into account factors including risks in
technical readiness, schedule, and cost.
For more information, visit http://sites
.nationalacademies.org/bpa/BPA _049810.

problem- solving approaches and a high
tolerance for uncertainty and ambiguity.
The participants’ high level of engagement
reflected their strong motivation to conduct interdisciplinary research despite these
obstacles. Multidisciplinary teams at the
symposium developed projects on (1) visualizing the effects of climate change on the
energy sector; (2) evaluating the impacts
of glaciers on human- ecological systems;
(3) assessing food production in the 21st
century; (4) improving interdisciplinary
training; and (5) analyzing carbon monitoring impacts on global political and economic systems. Some of these projects will
become proposals and publications.
The symposium reinforced the need to
redefine approaches to climate change
research. Participants recognized that solutions developed outside academia often lack
sufficient attention to peer-reviewed scientific findings. Likewise, solutions developed
by academics are often naive about societal
processes and constraints and can lack integration. To remedy this, scholars must learn
to reach out to business leaders, policy makers, journalists, and the public, all of whom

are crucial to delivering innovative, efficient,
and sustainable solutions. Truly addressing
climate change requires redefining the role
of universities in society and removing barriers to interdisciplinarity, for example, by
training academics to become better knowledge translators and by developing incentive structures encouraging outreach activities. Initiatives like DISCCRS help ensure that
new Ph.D.s have individual and communitywide resources to draw on in these efforts.
The challenge remains in scaling such
efforts to the size of the need.
The authors thank Ronald B. Mitchell and
C. Susan Weiler for organizing DISCCRS and
reviewing this report. DISCCRS is supported
by U.S. National Science Foundation grants
SES- 0931402 to the University of Oregon and
SES- 0932916 to Whitman College. Support
from NASA is pending.
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—JENNIFER R. MARLON, Department of Geography,
University of Oregon, Eugene; E-mail: jmarlon@
uoregon.edu; GENEVIEVE PATENAUDE, School of Geosciences, University of Edinburgh, Edinburgh, UK;
and REBECCA T. BARNES, Department of Geological
Sciences, University of Colorado, Boulder

ABOUT AGU
New Imprint for AGU Books
AGU is reinvigorating its books program
as geo press. The new imprint for AGU
books brings renewed enthusiasm to that
portion of the Union’s publishing program.
For more than 85 years, AGU books have
provided access to the work of scientists
worldwide. The new imprint will lead
the way for AGU to publish increasing
numbers of single- author
and multiauthor scientific
works.
Titles that are relevant to
the professional needs of
working scientists will be sought to round
out the program’s appeal and usefulness to
AGU members and to the larger Earth and
space science community.
geo press welcomes proposals for
scientific works and books relevant to
career development and advancement,
the applications of science for a broad
audience, and all aspects of the ever- evolving
Earth. The beauty of natural occurrences
will be a special focus as geo press
seeks to publish books with high- quality
photography.

New and returning authors will
experience increased acquisition and
marketing support through direct staff
efforts and promotional and distribution
arrangements with major publishers in the
field.
If you are interested in writing or
editing a book for AGU, please consult
the book proposal form at http://
www.agu.org/pubs/authors/
manuscript _tools/ books/. All geo
press book proposals are formally
reviewed. Final decisions are
based on a number of factors, including
scientific merit, quality of content and
presentation, the needs of the community,
and AGU’s ability to produce the book at
an affordable price.
To recommend an author or a topic,
obtain more information, or submit a book
proposal or manuscript, contact Colleen
Matan, AGU books project manager, at
cmatan@agu.org.
—MAXINE ALDRED, Group Manager, Publishing
Services, AGU; E-mail: maldred@agu.org
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