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From:  The NASA Earth Science Subcommittee – J. Marshall Shepherd (Chair, 
marshgeo@uga.edu), Roland Burgmann, Gregory Carmichael, Andrew Dressler, Thomas 
Herring, Ian Joughin, Christian Kummerow, Anne Nolin, Richard Rood, Ginny Catania, Nancy 
Glenn, Kathleen Green, Daven Henze, Lucy Hutyra, Jasmeet Judge, Colleen Mouw, Ying Fan 
Reinfelder, Anastasia Romanou, Ray Schmitt and Sara Tucker. 
 
To: Dr. Michael H. Freilich (Director, Earth Science Division, SMD) 
 
Cc: Lucia Tsaoussi (Earth Science Advisory Committee Executive Secretary), Sandra Cauffman 
(ESD Deputy Director), Jack Kaye (ESD Associate Director for Research), Eric Ianson (ESD 
Associate Director for Flight Program), Lawrence Friedl (Associate Director for Applied 
Sciences), Pamela Millar (Associate Director for Earth Science Technology Office) 
 
Date: March 20th, 2018 
 
Dear Dr. Freilich: 
 
The Earth Science Advisory Committee (ESAC)met March 14-15th, 2018 at NASA 
Headquarters. The committee was very pleased with the outstanding contributions of the Earth 
Science Division and the diligent management of programmatic resources under highly-variable 
circumstances. The ESAC has a series of findings and recommendations for your consideration. 
 
Findings: 
 
•   The 2017 Decadal Survey used a framework based on geophysical parameter 

space/topics rather than specific mission recommendations that offer both challenges and 
opportunities for ESD. 

•   Even with projected cuts in the President’s FY19 proposed budgets, ESD has a robust 
program over the next 10 years as defined by the Decadal Surveys but will require broad 
community input to prioritize missions in a constrained budget environment. 

•   The ESD airborne program is a unique asset that provides high-value science, validation, 
and technology evaluation capacity. Issues of maintenance and fleet sustainability were 
noted. 

•   ESD international collaborations are working successfully and efficiently. As structured, 
such collaborations will continue to enable effective implementation of key Decadal 
Survey recommendations. Multiple forms (types and forums) of international 
collaboration were seen by the ESAC as a major strength as were NASA leadership and 
capacity building. 

 
Recommendations: 

 
A coordinated plan to solicit feedback from the NASA Earth Sciences community on the 2017 
Decadal Survey and a sound implementation strategy. More specifically, 
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1.   ESD should engage multiple informational exchanges for the 2017 Decadal 
Survey geophysical parameter/topics paradigm to translate to mission 
implementation. ESD should cast a wide net with the intent of narrowing down to 
target outcomes.  

2.   ESD should solicit white papers preceding a series of Community Forums. The 
white papers and forums should be aligned with objectives that consider 
continuity, cross-disciplinarity, exploratory concepts, multi-functional 
measurable, and international perspectives.  

3.   To encourage a broader solution space, ESD should conduct forums and meetings 
tied to subject but keep implementation options open as long as possible to 
leverage or maximize opportunities for multiple calls/science. This will allow 
NASA to keep all viable options open rather than committing to “one approach” 
too early in the process. 

4.   ESD should study options to enable additional external community input 
mechanisms such as webinars or iterative open access document 
response/comment. Community forums might be organized into a round of 
national, geographically-diverse open meetings followed by a targeted set of 
meetings with invited participants supported by NASA. 

5.   ESD should consider “out of the box” facilitation strategies or leaders at 
Community Forums. This might include a professional, non-ESD affiliated 
individual or organization. 

 
The ESAC also had two specific requests to ESD:  (a.) A briefing on the status of airborne 
assets and costs to maintain/upgrade aging fleets. This discussion should also include insight 
on how ESD leverages other aircraft/opportunities and what constraints are created. (b.) A 
broader discussion of ESD data systems, cloud computing, and future direction of these 
activities in support of the mission. This briefing might also include additional insight on 
how these activities align with decadal survey recommendations. 
 
The ESAC also initiated a discussion in response to the Science Mission Directorate charge 
to the Advisory Committees on how SMD solicits, evaluates, and selects High Risk, High 
Impact, Interdisciplinary, Multidisciplinary, and Interdivisional science proposals/projects. 
ESAC would like to review data, either systematic or anecdotal, from the Science Mission 
Directorate on past handling of “high-risk” proposals and how these have fared. 
ESAC will provide a final report to ESD and SMD by July 2018. Preliminary ESAC 
deliberations identified potential science community cultural barriers to the consideration of 
high impact/high risk proposals, potential ways to leverage existing ESD processes, and new 
approaches. The ESAC will conduct a FACA-teleconference in May to further discuss and 
will provide its findings and/or recommendations in a letter report. ESAC noted that because 
Earth System Science is inherently multi-, cross-, and trans-disciplinary, ESD already has 
several interdisciplinary activities within its program and a 3-4 year-cycle Interdisciplinary 
Science Call (IDS), and program management routinely identifies cross-disciplinary 
opportunities and funding profiles. 

 
The next committee meeting is planned for Fall 2018. 

Sincerely, 
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J. Marshall Shepherd, Chair 
Earth Science Advisory Committee 
 


