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Workshop objectives 

The workshop objective was to seek feedback and involvement from the Global Environmental 

Change (GEC) community on i) Future Earth’s revised research framework; ii) Future Earth’s 

organizational design; and iii) a time-line and practical arrangements for the transition to a fully 

operational Future Earth programme. The results of the workshop will be used by the Future Earth 

leadership (the Transition Team
1
, the Implementation Management Board

2
 and the Future Earth Scientific 

Committee, when appointed
3
) in order  to finalise the overall Future Earth framework and design, while 

guiding its implementation.  

 

Research Framework 

The participants of the workshop discussed how the Future Earth draft research framework could be 

further improved and populated. There was a general consensus on the document, whose thematic 

structure was found to be a considerable improvement compared to the previously proposed structure of 

eight themes which the GEC community had commented on. Participants expressed the need to better 

articulate the difference between theme two (“Global development”) and theme three (“Transformations 

towards sustainability”), and to more comprehensively address certain research areas, including for 

example: evolutionary genetics; biodiversity; health; vulnerability; ocean acidification; the links between 

land use change, agriculture, the food systems and biodiversity; environmental impact of chemicals; and 

social tipping points. Participants called for a bottom-up approach in order to populate this broad 

framework, possibly through a clustering of existing activities in order to move towards more integration.  

Additionally, it was mentioned that the framework should even more emphasise the contribution of 

the social sciences, and also include research questions on methodology. Transition Team representatives 

supported the position that strong disciplinary research should be an important part of Future Earth, as it 

provides the fundamental base for interdisciplinary research. It was stressed that the terminology (e.g. 

“transdisciplinarity”) may be interpreted in different ways by different communities, and thus needs to be 

clarified. Cross-cutting capabilities would also need more clarification. Finally, participants agreed that a 

stronger involvement of stakeholders outside the scientific community is necessary to frame the key 

questions in a full co-design mode. 

 

Organisational design 

Participants stressed the need for Future Earth to have a flexible and nimble structure. It was argued 

that innovation within Future Earth will come from the project level, which in the currently proposed 

                                                 
1
 The committee responsible for the initial design of Future Earth until December 2012. See list at 

http://www.icsu.org/future-earth/who/transition-team.  
2
 The committee overseeing the transition to a fully operational Future Earth starting in 2013.  

3
 The nomination process was open in January 2013.  
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governance structure do not seem to be effectively linked to the top-level structure. Each project should 

be able to find a place and new initiatives should also emerge where needed. The idea to develop informal 

and temporary clusters of projects to promote integration received strong support. These clusters would 

provide inputs to key interdisciplinary research questions, relating to one or several themes. Research 

themes would thus provides broad areas for integration, without representing structural units of the 

governance, therefore separate secretariats for the three research themes might neither be necessary nor 

useful. Participants argued that research questions should not be over-prescribed: focussing on the 

mechanisms to involve projects into activities will help generate more specific research questions. Future 

Earth should be a platform for cooperation, facilitating workshops and other meeting places where 

projects can learn from each other and where new cooperations and initiatives can be established.    

The issues of scale and co-design were found to be linked in an important way. Participants stated 

that stakeholders are interested in the local and regional level, while the documents drafted by the 

Transition Team still seemed more linked to the global scale – which would limit the effective co-design 

of research agendas. It was also stressed that co-design would need to be a priority at all times, not just at 

early stages of Future Earth. 

With regard to the selection of the Science Committee members, participants mentioned the need for 

a broad nomination process. They also suggested that some members of the Science Committee need to 

have a track record of interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary research. Participants proposed the 

establishment of an Executive Committee, as a subset of the Governing Council, for faster decision-

making. Further, Future Earth would need to be evaluated after a period of approximately three years in 

order to identify which aspects function well and which do not.   

Participants also remarked that Future Earth needs to be described with more consistency, in terms of 

terminology (programme, initiative, etc.) and of what it will deliver (produce research, fund research, 

coordinate research, etc.). 

 

Funding strategy 

The key funding challenges for Future Earth are: 1) the unprecedented scale of the project, 2) the 

fragmentation of the current funding landscape, and 3) the transition from diverse ways of funding 

developed by the GEC programmes to a united strategy for Future Earth. 

The International Opportunity Fund (IOF), a flexible tool of the Belmont Forum that distributes 

funds through Collaborative Research Actions (CRA), can provide funding support for some Future 

Earth's activities. Priorities for 2013 are currently under scoping, and Future Earth will be a significant 

source of input for future calls. However, it was agreed that the Belmont Forum represents a rather small 

share of current GEC research funds, and it is necessary to expand the Future Earth funding, for example 

within national funding systems, moving beyond the traditional funding ministries. Additionally, Future 

Earth should reach out to potential partners in the private sector and philanthropic organizations. 

Moreover, Future Earth could consider setting up a trust fund.  

The Implementation Management Board will make an inventory of the current funding sources of the 

GEC Programmes and these funders will be approached with the request to transition funding to Future 

Earth. The necessity to maintain the “human face” and long relationship of current funding arrangements 



was emphasized; strong centralization of funding might hinder this. Adding another layer to the complex 

funding structure should be avoided.  

Defining endorsement mechanisms under Future Earth (having the “brand” Future Earth attached to a 

given project) could also help attract additional funding available for the projects, for example from 

private funders. This is what one of the participants called: “going shopping with Future Earth”. There is a 

need for clear strategy for communication towards funders: it was proposed to prepare a short (1-2 page) 

clear strategy document for projects and funders.   

Transition process 

The discussions on the transition towards Future Earth from the perspective of the GEC projects were 

very diverse, mirroring the diversity of projects. Consensus was expressed on the need for projects to 

receive a formal invitation from the Alliance to become part of Future Earth, early in 2013, and to ensure 

that the transition into Future Earth be as much bottom-up as possible. The meeting provided a great 

opportunity for representatives from across the full landscape of GEC projects to meet each other and 

discuss potential cooperation and synergies. The idea of a wider scientific meeting was strongly supported 

to engage projects more concretely into Future Earth. More broadly, workshops and conferences could 

bring together the scientific communities of the four GEC Programmes and their projects to identify 

opportunities for integration.  

The transition should be a step-wise process spanning over 2 to 3 years. The projects recognised the 

need to evolve to meet the science goals of Future Earth. However, uncertainties about the transition 

process may hamper this transition. Projects stated the importance of ensuring stable funding in the mid-

term (i.e. until end 2014), both for offices and for SSCs and activities. They also requested more clarity 

on the logistics of the transition process (timeframe, organisation, leadership and transfer of 

responsibilities, and resources available) and opportunities to develop a common understanding of the 

research landscape on GEC and explore synergies and opportunities for collaboration across projects. 

Core projects will be also invited to develop a short roadmap specifying where they see themselves fitting 

in the Future Earth framework and how they will evolve into Future Earth. 

Community engagement 

Participants discussed what it would take to grow the research and stakeholder communities working 

on GEC/Future Earth research, and how this could be organised. Future Earth should build on the already 

existing networks of the GEC projects but also integrate additional communities, e.g. the mainstream 

social sciences. There is a need to define more clearly the function of Future Earth for the wider research 

community. Building a community on inter- and transdisciplinary research will also require adequate 

funding. 

Some participants requested clarification on the role of the Engagement Committee, and on its 

relation with the Science Committee and the Governing Council. The Engagement Committee should 

create criteria and guidelines for co-design, facilitate co-design, co-production and co-dissemination of 

research, and oversee the implementation of co-design at the various levels of Future Earth.  

Additional discussion addressed form and function of regional nodes in the design of Future Earth. 

The regional nodes will be critical for linking research communities, funding bodies and other 



stakeholders from the local level to the global framework of Future Earth. Regional nodes need to be of 

different design, depending on the research community and structure already in place in the region.  

 

Communication 

A group of participant attended an optional breakout session on communications. There is a need for 

a communications strategy which goes beyond the current practices of the GEC programmes towards 

more engagement with stakeholders of the research and is grounded in a comprehensive stakeholder 

analysis. It should cover both external communications and internal communications. Good internal 

communications, which require a new approach that combines a culture of sharing and collaboration with 

the appropriate technology, is essential for effective external communications. The “Hurricane Model” of 

external communications was introduced. This is a web-based, interactive, demand-driven model of 

knowledge sharing that relies on stakeholders to drive a dynamic communications function. Participants 

of the break-out session on communications expressed willingness to contribute to further work, and 

possibly a workshop on these challenges.  

Data management 

A group of participant attended another optional breakout session on data management. Data from 

Future Earth’s research must be preserved and made available both during and after the life of the 

initiative. The preservation and accessibility of high-quality data resulting from Future Earth activities is 

critical to its success. However, a fully centralized approach to data management was not recommended 

as data centres already exist. It was recommended that the Science Committee include a “data champion” 

supported by an expert data subcommittee, and that the Secretariat includes a full-time data coordinator. 

Existing OECD and GEOSS data policies are a good starting point for a Future Earth data policy, and 

there is a potential for cooperation.  

Participants noted the need to do research on the way in which different epistemologies that underlie 

data collection within the social and natural sciences, can be integrated. In fact, it was suggested that 'data 

management' might not be the appropriate technical term as social scientists often refer to ‘information’ 

instead of ‘data’.   

It was emphasised that data management is not only a technical problem but also a social issue. 

Future Earth should provide both resources and motivation to ensure quality data management across its 

activities, and monitor progress. The creation of a Future Earth document addressing data management 

was recommended. The members of the breakout group on data management expressed their willingness 

to work with CODATA and WDS to provide advice on data issues during the transition period.  

 
 
Presentations of the meeting are available at: 

http://www.icsu.org/future-earth/whats-new/events/gec-project-workshop 

 

Further inputs for both the Transition Team and Implementation Management Board are invited 

on info@future-earth-research.org 
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