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AAG Washington Monitor
AAG Urges Increases for Geography
and Related Fields at NSF

Feeding off the momentum of the State
of the Union Address, in which President
Bush urged funding increases for science
education and research, Rep. Bart Gordon
(D-TN), Ranking Member on the House
Science Committee, has been pushing a
trilogy of pro-science bills he recently
introduced.  

One of Gordon’s bills, the Sowing the Seeds
Through Science and Engineering Research Act
(H.R. 4596), calls for a ten percent increase
per year in funding for basic research in the
physical, mathematical, and engineering
sciences at federal agencies such as the
National Science Foundation.  The bill
would provide up to 200 new awards per
year to early-career researchers and would
create a graduate fellowship program for
individuals pursuing studies in areas of
national need.

Gordon recently held a briefing on his
bills for Washington-area scientific
community leaders, which was attended by
representatives of the AAG.  While many of
those present were supportive of Gordon’s
legislation, some were concerned by the
excessive focus on the physical sciences.
Accordingly, AAG Executive Director
Doug Richardson and I sent a letter to
Gordon to praise his efforts on behalf of
science, but also to stress the need to
provide substantial increases for the social
and behavioral sciences.  We noted that:

The Foundation’s Social, Behavioral, and Eco-
nomic Sciences Directorate (SBE) supports funda-
mental research on human cognition, behavior, social
structures and social interaction, as well as studies
on intellectual and social contexts that govern the
development and use of science and technology.
Research supported by SBE over the past decades
has resulted in substantial advances in our under-

standing of human and social development, and of
key social and economic institutions and indicators.   

Within SBE, the Geography and Regional 
Science Program encourages research into the
nature, causes, and consequences of human activity
and natural environmental processes across a range
of scales.  The program also supports cutting-edge
research in the geographic information sciences,
which the Department of Labor recently designated
one of the three most important emerging and evolv-
ing high growth industries in the United States.  In
addition, several geographers have received funding
from NSF for rapid response research on the Hurri-
cane Katrina disaster and the affected Gulf Coast
areas.

Science funding is expected to remain a
hot topic on Capitol Hill this year.  We will
keep you apprised of any key develop-
ments. 

John Wertman
jwertman@aag.org

processes taking place in the highest
mountains in the world could not only
reduce tensions between India and Pakistan,
but also advance science and benefit the
people of South Asia.  So they have organ-
ized an international Karakoram Himalaya
“Science-for-Peace” workshop that will bring
together geoscientists from the Americas,
Pakistan, India, and other countries.

New technologies in geography have
helped overcome the difficulties of access to
remote steepland environments.  Recent
breakthroughs in geospatial analysis have
allowed earth scientists to study mountain
environments in new ways. Some of this
exciting work is highlighted in a book titled
Geographic Information Science and Mountain
Geomorphology, edited by Mike Bishop and
Jack Shroder (Springer, 2004).  The book
presents thorough coverage of exciting
topics in the physical geography of moun-
tains using GIScience concepts and geospa-
tial techniques: digital terrain representation,
remote sensing, geostatistics, artificial intelli-
gence, cartography and visualization, moun-
tain hazards, surface hydrology, snow and

ice, regional climate, and tectonic geomor-
phology and landscape evolution.

Some of the highest rates of erosion ever
measured on our planet have been reported
for mountain regions, in particular the
Nanga Parbat Massif in Pakistan, by
combining field data with geomorphometry
of DEM data sets, remote sensing, and
process modeling. Some major disasters in
mountain settings could have been avoided
had geospatial analyses been applied.
Advances in field-based GPS (global posi-
tioning system) and remote sensing tech-
niques, such as LIDAR (light detecting and
ranging), provide a wealth of new data to be
incorporated in GIS analysis of mountain
regions.  William Bowen, retired professor
of geography from California State Univer-
sity in Northridge, has generated a stunning
collection of computer-generated panora-
mas of mountain landscapes that are readily
available on the web.

It is clear from the Millennium Ecosystem
Assessment and other reports that mountain
ecosystems are especially fragile and
degrading rapidly.  Both poverty and ethnic

diversity are higher in mountain regions and
people are more vulnerable than populations
elsewhere.  Mountains often represent politi-
cal borders, restrict access to narrow corri-
dors, and serve as refuges for minorities and
political opposition.  Sustainability of both
upland and lowland peoples depends on
greater understanding of highland-lowland
linkages.  As mountain geographers address-
ing the key issues facing mountain areas
identified in this column and elsewhere, we
should take strength in the words of Junko
Tabei who, after becoming the first woman
to climb Everest in 1975, said “Technique and
ability alone do not get you to the top; it is
the willpower that is the most important.
This willpower you cannot buy with money
or be given by others...it rises from your
heart.”  Mountain peoples deserve our
respect and assistance as best offered through
our scholarship and meaningful assistance
through government and NGOs. 
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