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The current pace and magnitude of human-induced global change is unprecedented and is 
manifest in increasingly dangerous threats to societies and human well-being.  At the same 
time, understanding the global risks facing humanity creates new opportunities for 
transformative change, innovation and green economic development.  Decision-makers and 
citizens have an urgent need for knowledge and solutions that will enable effective responses 
to these threats, in order to generate opportunities that may provide the basis for sustainable 
development. The sheer scale of threats and transformation needs mean that depending on 
opportunistic and ad hoc measures alone will not suffice. Science plays a critical role in 
providing the understanding of the trends and risks facing humanity and insights for shifts in 
development pathways.  
 
Against this background, a series of international initiatives aimed at visioning future global 
environmental change research priorities was launched in 2009. In February 2009 ICSU started 
a consultative Visioning Process, in cooperation with the International Social Science Council 
(ISSC), aimed at developing options for a single, holistic international strategy for integrated, 
policy relevant Earth System research. The rationale for this unprecedented mobilization was 
the growing sense of urgency and responsibility felt by the global scientific community, to 
provide societies with an even stronger knowledge base in support of human development in 
an era of rapid global change.  
 
Based on a global consultation with the scientific community, funders and other stakeholders, 
and following in-depth discussions at two international meetings – held in September 2009 and 
June 2010 – the Visioning Task Team produced a document outlining five Grand Challenges in 
Earth System Research for Global Sustainability (1).  This document also emphasized the need 
for a single, new overarching structure, which would bring together researchers, funders, 
service providers and users, and allow for more integration of existing Global Environmental 
Change (GEC) programmes1, the Earth System Science Partnership (ESSP) and other activities. 
                                                           
1 Four major GEC programmes are recognised leaders in planning and coordination of international global 
environmental change research: World Climate Research Programme (WCRP), International Geosphere-Biosphere 
Programme (IGBP), International Human Dimensions Programme (IHDP), DIVERSITAS: An International 
Programme on Biodiversity Science. These programmes are either sponsored solely by ICSU or co-sponsored with 

http://www.icsu.org/publications/reports-and-reviews/grand-challenges/GrandChallenges_Oct2010.pdf/at_download/file
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In parallel, in June 2009, some of the world’s main funders of environmental change research 
established a new, high-level body called the Belmont Forum2. Its aim is to align international 
resources to accelerate delivery of the science-derived knowledge and capabilities that society 
needs to address environmental change (2,3). ICSU and ISSC have both joined the Forum’s 
membership.   

Members have established the following ‘Belmont Challenge’: To deliver knowledge needed for 
action to mitigate and adapt to detrimental environmental change and extreme hazardous 
events (2, 3). A White Paper (3) has been developed by the Forum to elaborate the Challenge 
and research priorities in further detail and to propose the next steps for implementation. 
 
In October 2010, the funders from the Belmont Forum, ICSU and ISSC met in Cape Town, South 
Africa, to discuss the visions and implementation options that have emerged from both the 
Belmont and Visioning processes. All agreed that there are significant opportunities for 
convergence between these two processes: both in terms of substantive priorities, and next 
steps towards their implementation. It was also recognized that there was a need to engage 
representatives of operational service organizations (e.g. WMO) – who are crucial in the 
delivery of services on the basis of new scientific knowledge. In February 2011, at the 3rd Earth 
System Visioning meeting, and in April 2011, at the fourth Belmont Forum meeting, ICSU, ISSC 
and the Belmont Forum agreed to work together in a new Alliance to develop a major new 
integrated research initiative, based on the convergence of the Belmont Forum White Paper 
and the Grand Challenges document arising from the ICSU/ISSC Visioning process. The Alliance 
will seek participation of other partners who are addressing similar crucial challenges at the 
international scale. 
 
Therefore, just as the scientific community established the GEC research programmes 30 years 
ago in a landmark effort to further our understanding of the Earth System, ICSU, ISSC and the 
Belmont Forum are now building an Alliance to propose an initiative that is no less 
groundbreaking: an innovative 10-year Initiative on Earth System Research for Global 
Sustainability, structured as a cutting-edge global research network, and which is highly 
integrative, flexible and responsive. 
 
The goals of the Initiative are to: 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
other international organizations. In 2001, they established the Earth System Science Partnership (ESSP) to develop 
common initiatives. The programmes and the partnership promote, coordinate, and integrate research projects that 
are funded mainly from national or regional sources. 
2 http://www.belmontforum.org 

http://www.igfagcr.org/index.php/belmont-forum
http://www.igfagcr.org/images/documents/belmont_challenge_white_paper.pdf
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• Deliver at global and regional scales the knowledge that societies need to effectively 
address global change while meeting economic and social goals, by answering the most 
pressing questions the world needs answered in the context of securing human 
development in an era of rapidly escalating global environmental risks.  

• Coordinate and focus international scientific research to address the Grand Challenges 
arising from the ICSU Visioning and Belmont Forum processes;  

• Engage a new generation of researchers in the social, economic, natural, health, and 
engineering sciences in global sustainability research. 

Many of the building blocks would come from the existing GEC components; but they will need 
to be organized in fundamentally new ways to address new research priorities. The Initiative 
will inspire and enlist the best researchers, be they anthropologists or geophysicists, northern 
or southern, young or veteran. And it will mobilize diverse teams quickly and strategically to 
tackle emerging challenges and deliver solutions at the local, regional and global scale. 
 

Why a New Initiative? 

Building upon the foundation provided by the GEC research initiatives and by national, 
international and intergovernmental investments in global change research, the scientific 
community must now deliver the knowledge that will enable countries, regions, and economic 
sectors to embark on transitions to sustainability in order to secure human development in the 
face of rapid global change.  While deepening our understanding of the Earth System and of 
human impacts, we must build the capacity to deliver solutions to pressing sustainability 
challenges at regional to global scales.  We must attract the brightest young scientists, 
particularly in developing countries, and significantly expand the involvement of social 
scientists and economists in the Grand Challenge research agenda.  We must increasingly adopt 
research approaches that actively involve stakeholders and decision-makers across 
governments, business and civil society in the process of defining and carrying out research. 
And we must effectively deliver end-to-end environmental services. 

In June 2010, when ICSU convened a two-day meeting with the GEC leadership of the GEC 
initiatives and sponsors, funders and other key parties, there were different views concerning 
the future of global sustainability research. However, one sentiment united the room: business 
as usual is not an option. The existing global change research arrangements are unable to 
adequately meet current needs.  They do not address the full range of global sustainability 
research challenges defined in the Grand Challenge paper, particularly with regard to research 
on policy, institutional and behavioral responses to global change.  In addition, they do not 
adequately address the needs for regional and decadal prediction of global change; or include a 
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sufficient focus on transdisciplinary research as a means to solve real world problems.  And, 
they do not adequately engage younger scientists or take full advantage of the potential of 
networked organizational arrangements. 
 
 
Initiative Characteristics 

The Initiative will have the following core characteristics: 

Focus on global sustainability research.  The Initiative will mobilize the scientific community to 
address pressing research questions on Earth System sustainability, and to provide knowledge 
for societies to effectively respond to interacting social and environmental, global and regional 
changes. This requires improved integration of scientific disciplines and organizational 
structures. 
 
Partnership between funders, researchers, users, and services.  A partnership between 
researchers and research users, including those from business and policy is crucial to co-design 
and co-deliver adequately resourced research that provides new insights and solutions to 
pressing global challenges. 

Strong regional nodes.  Scientific excellence, as challenges related to global environmental 
change and human development, are distributed across an increasingly connected world. This 
initiative will invest even further than the global change research had done to date, in 
developing a global scientific network of regional knowledge nodes.  Strong regional research 
nodes can more effectively identify and respond to needs and priorities of decision-makers at 
regional and national scales.  At the same time, regional research and analysis is increasingly 
needed to understand Earth System functions, human impacts, and potential responses.  A 
strong regional research presence should also facilitate the involvement of young scientists and 
help build research capacity.   

Cutting-edge network structure.  The progress that has been made on global change research 
over the last three decades was due in no small part to the effective use of coordinated 
research networks.   In these “first generation” networks, relatively small coordinating 
secretariats, guided by scientific committees, served to identify research priorities and facilitate 
the involvement of scientists and the support of national and regional funders for that work.  
Given the ambition of this initiative, and the complexity of the problem it addresses, “second 
generation”, flexible research networks will be required. The success of the Initiative will rest 
heavily on how effectively research coordinating organizations are integrated with other 
entities and what synergies they develop with them. The existence of multiple regional nodes 
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will require effective systems of governance and knowledge management, to ensure truly 
global knowledge sharing, priority-setting and communication. 
 
Active engagement with decision-makers.  Mechanisms already exist through which the global 
change scientific community can interact with decision-makers at the global scale.  These 
include the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and the new Intergovernmental 
Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES).  Through these mechanisms, policy-
makers are able to identify their highest priority needs and the scientific community is able to 
assess the state of knowledge bearing on those needs.  These mechanisms also help to reveal 
policy relevant gaps in research and knowledge and consequently they have helped the global 
change research and funding community set priorities.   

A critical need now exists for similar arrangements to better facilitate science-policy 
interactions at regional scales.  Information provided at regional scales can better support the 
key regional and national decisions that will ultimately determine how effective societies are in 
responding to global change.  The Initiative will thus utilize existing mechanisms for science-
policy interactions or create new mechanisms to engage with decision-makers where such 
mechanisms do not exist.  

In addition, there is a growing need to develop new mechanisms to engage the business 
community, so that priorities can be similarly informed by its needs in supporting sustainable 
economic development. 

Actively engage the full range of disciplines.  Social sciences have long been a component of 
Earth System research, but addressing the Grand Challenges for global sustainability research 
requires stronger engagement of the social sciences, economics, health sciences, engineering 
and humanities, along with the natural sciences, so that an integrated response and solutions 
can be developed. The goal of expanding the involvement of the social sciences in global 
change research has been difficult to achieve.  The strongly regional and networked structure of 
this Initiative, combined with the focus on research aimed at understanding how to achieve 
sustainability in the context of global change, will provide a transformative opportunity for 
more active engagement of the social sciences, economics and health sciences in particular.  In 
designing the Initiative, active steps that could be taken to expand the involvement of these 
disciplines over time will be identified. 

Actively engage young scientists.  The GEC research programmes have been successful over 
the past three decades also because of the caliber of young scientists that became engaged in 
the programmes when they were established.   Based on our experience of involving young 
scientists in developing the Grand Challenges for Global Sustainability Research, we believe that 
the set of new research priorities, which more directly address the sustainable development 
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agenda, provides a similar opportunity to engage the brightest young scientific talent.  To 
succeed, the Initiative must focus on exciting research questions, must be open to “bottom up” 
innovation in research directions, and must actively incorporate younger scientists together 
with more senior scientists in governance and decision-making. 
 
 
Creating the Initiative 

Building the overarching structure and designing the initiative 
At the June 2010 Visioning meeting of sponsors, funders, GEC programme chairs and key 
partners, the majority of participants shared a belief that to effectively lead the Initiative, there 
needs to be a new, overarching structure with the authority, breadth of partners and resources 
beyond what existing organizations currently have on their own . These elements are crucial to 
provide the next generation of integrated research and also catalyze more effective integration 
of the various structures and activities including those of the existing GEC programmes.   
 

At the October 2010 Belmont Forum meeting, it was agreed to align the key elements of the 
Belmont Challenge and the visioning process, and to establish a single new top-level body to 
govern the transition phase from design to implementation of the new Initiative. This body was 
named “Transition Team (TT)” during the third visioning meeting in February 2011. The TT tasks 
will be to oversee the creation of the Initiative on behalf of the Alliance, and to take the lead on 
the Initiative’s vision, strategy, fund-raising, and relationships with partners and stakeholders, 
until a permanent governing body is appointed. Key design principles will include: 

• Priorities will be outcome and action orientated; 

• Research priorities will be co-designed by the partners in the Alliance, bringing together 
natural, social, human and engineering sciences, focussing on where the international 
value-add is clear; 

• Delivery models will be open and flexible, to allow partners to contribute as widely as 
possible, providing a co-ordination platform for research and funding at international 
level, without challenging individual partners’ decision-making autonomy,  and 
managing any conflicts of interest. 

 Expected tasks and profile of the Transition Team are described in the Draft Terms of 
Reference for the establishment of a Transition Team (Annex 1). 
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Launching the Initiative 

After the pre-launch of the Initiative at the March 2012 “Planet under Pressure” conference, 
the Rio+20 UN Conference on Sustainable Development in June 2012 will provide a unique 
window of opportunity to present the Initiative and its goals and long-term benefits for 
societies to a wide and influential audience of policy- and decision-makers from across the 
world. 
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Annex 1 

  Establishment of a Transition Team                                                                        
Draft Terms of Reference 

 

Once the TT is in place, it will replace the Visioning Task Team to oversee the development and 
early implementation of the Initiative on behalf of the main partners in the Alliance: this will 
require an intensive design phase that must draw on the expertise of scientists, funders, users and 
operational service providers.  

The TT is charged with the following tasks, to be completed during its 18-month lifetime:  

1. Develop a research strategy for the initiative. This will draw on the outputs of the ICSU 
visioning process, the Belmont forum White Paper and the strategies of the other main 
partners in the Alliance to set out the critical research challenges, the required thematic 
priorities and capabilities, desired outcomes, impacts and success measures, and how 
progress will be evaluated. 

2. Identify gaps in the partnership, and then reach out to potential partners to encourage 
them to join the initiative and secure the necessary high-level commitment from 
governments, business and civil society. 

3. Find ways to build on existing capability and investments.  

Develop a plan for greater and more effective integration of GEC programmes. The TT will 
probably progressively replace the current Scientific Committee of the ESSP. Supported by 
the outcomes of a SWOT analysis, the TT will carry out discussion with GEC programmes 
and projects regarding the integration of programmes into the new structure, in a transition 
that would ensure continuity of existing commitments. 

4. Identify mechanisms for funding and models for delivery focussing on open, flexible 
approaches, considering: 

• Processes and mechanisms that would allow the scientific community to move forward 
faster and deliver more effective research need to be identified. Options for funding could 
include bilateral, multilateral, or coordinated actions.   

• Implementation of preferred network design and development of a procedure to identify 
possible regional ‘nodes’ for the network, through dialogue with relevant players and 
taking into account strengths and weaknesses of existing regional activities. 
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• Options for knowledge management systems, that would enable cost-effective interaction 
and information exchange across the network and beyond to broad research user and 
provider stakeholder groups. 

5. Facilitate the design of a research and implementation plan for the first three years of 
the Initiative, setting out the early phase priority areas. Based on the strategy for the 
initiative, develop a specific action plan. As a first step in this effort, a small number of 
priority areas/directions must be established. The implementation plan should also include a 
communication strategy. 

6. Make recommendations for the governance for the initiative. The TT has a life time of 18 
months, after which it will be replaced with a more permanent governance structure. 

Transition Team composition/profile 

The TT will have high level representation from stakeholder groups including researchers, 
funders, service agencies, and users. The membership will include:  

1. Scientists  
Internationally renowned scientists, including at least one early career scientist. The 
set of scientists will have to have a fair balance with regard to region, gender and 
scientific background/discipline, and should have knowledge of the broad global 
change research landscape. 

2. Current core programme sponsors 
ICSU and ISSC. 

3. Research funders  
Representatives of the Belmont Forum, and of other funding agencies. 

4. Users of global sustainability information and knowledge 
Individuals with experience at operational services and users of global change 
research.  

Note that members representing ICSU, ISSC, and funders will serve in ex-officio capacity. The 
other members will be formally appointed by ICSU and the ISSC on the basis of prior 
consultation and agreement with the Belmont Forum. A total of around 17 members will be 
appointed.  
 
Collectively, the set of individuals selected for the TT will provide leadership and guidance, and 
bring a set of relationships that should be mobilized in support of the Initiative.  Although 
nominated after consultation with numerous organizations, with the exception of the Ex-Officio 
members who will represent their constituent groups, members are expected to serve as 
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individuals and not as representatives of any interest group. More specifically, the set of 
individuals should meet the following criteria: 

• World-renowned scientific leaders. 

• Among the non-scientists, individuals with a strong affinity with science and with the 
potential use of science in decision-making. 

• Individuals with a strong commitment and engagement to both environmental and social 
concerns. 

• Individuals capable of interacting and engaging across existing GEC initiatives. 

• Individuals with direct experience and knowledge of political decision-making around 
environmental issues at the highest levels. 

• Individuals who can help open doors for possible core funding and research funding. 

• Individuals with expertise in building and governing complex network-based institutions. 

• Individuals with experience in building scientific capacities at individual, organizational 
and systemic levels.   

In addition to the criteria listed for individuals, the overall composition of the TT will aim at 
ensuring adequate gender balance and adequate representation of different regional perspectives. 

Transition Team and other design phase structures 

For an optimal outcome of the design phase, the TT may require a particularly intense 
commitment from a subset of its members, as well as external support on operational tasks, in the 
form of one or more dedicated working groups. In addition, starting at a later stage of the design 
phase, a set of very high-level “ambassadors” will work towards ensuring high-level visibility for 
the initiative. 

 Overall, the following structures are envisioned:  

• Transition Team (15-20 individuals);  of which 

• Executive Group: a smaller group, representing the major Alliance sectors, leading the 
operational work on selected areas, with delegated authority from the Transition Team to 
take action and make some decisions between Transition Team meetings. The Executive 
Group members are expected to devote more time and effort to the design phase, by 
meeting more frequently and drafting documents for the feedback of the larger group. 
The EG will always reports back to the TT, that will ultimately approve all documents 
produced over the design phase.  
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• Additional Working Groups, each dedicated to a task; appointed by the TT,  they may 
comprise individuals from outside the TT and liaise to the TT through the Executive 
Group; possible working group tasks grouped by area include: 

o Research/Data 
 Developing the research agenda  
 Designing an integrated data strategy  

o Institutional design 
 SWOT follow-up / GEC programmes integration 
 Mapping existing research projects and capability (skills and 

infrastructure) 
 Identification of regional nodes/Network design 
 Funding mechanisms 

o Interaction with stakeholders 
 Capacity development 
 Engagement of users from policy and business in the initiative design 
 Communication strategy, including design of launch events  
 Education 

 
 

• Patrons: a set of very high-level individuals, not involved in operational tasks of the TT, 
entering at a later stage of the design phase. They would work toward enhancing the 
visibility of the initiative and ensuring political support and resources through 
communication campaigns, dialogue with governments, as well as fundraising.  

Meetings 

The TT is expected to meet three times. These meetings will be 2-day meetings, organized by the 
Alliance partners. Occasionally, a video or telephone conference between the three physical 
meetings may be necessary. The Executive Group is expected to meet more frequently. 

Timetable 

May 2011  Appointment of the team by ICSU’s Executive Board and ISSC’s 
Executive Committee on behalf of the Alliance 

1 June 2011 Beginning of design phase 

June 22-23, 2011 First meeting of the TT (Paris) 

September 26-30, 2011   Presentation of the Initiative to ICSU’s GA  

December 9-10, 2011 Second meeting of the TT (San Francisco) 
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January 2012   Fifth meeting of the Belmont Forum  

March 26-29, 2012 Pre-launch of the Initiative (Planet under Pressure conference, 
London) 

June 4-6, 2012 Launch of the Initiative (‘Rio+20’ UN Conference on Sustainable 
Development)   

November 2012 Tentative third TT meeting 

November 2012 Transition to the permanent governance structure for the Initiative 
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