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Greetings from the Chair 
 

D. Craig Cooper 
Idaho National Laboratory 

 
Welcome to 2012! This year marks the 10th anniversary 
of the Geology & Society Division, and is a year for us 
to reflect on our progress as we celebrate our first 
decade.  G&S division kicked off in 2002 as the 
brainchild of John Kieffer, who sought to create a GSA 
division whose purpose is to embody the concept of 
geology working for society.  Our job is to bring 
geoscience out of the classroom and out of the journal 
articles, and put it to work in the “real world” helping 
people to live better lives.  I can think of few things that 
could be more rewarding or more important in today’s 
world. 
 
Much of the G&S Division’s early focus has been in 
helping GSA’s members understand the importance of 
talking to policy makers, and in teaching them how to do 
this more effectively.  This has provided a real service to 
GSA members, and has led to increasing recognition of 
the importance of this aspect of our profession.  Notable 
successes include the role that G&S Division has played 
in hosting Pardee sessions, and our history of bringing in 
top-notch Distinguished Speakers to the annual meetings 
to give engaging presentations on how geoscience 
intersects with key issues of the day.  However, 
increased awareness is not enough.  Our Division needs 
to build upon the current base of awareness, and work to 
increase the extent to which geoscientists actively 
engage with the public and our policy makers. 
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In This Newsletter Issue: 
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Page 2 – Geoscience Funding Challenges 
Page 3 – What are GSA Position Statements? 
Page 4 – Treasurer’s Report: We’re in the Money 
Page 5 – Italian Geologists on Trial 
Page 7 – Special Feature Article: Geology and 
Society in the Bahamas 
 

GREETINGS FROM THE CHAIR 
(Continued) 

We need to elevate the concept of 
“Geoscience Serving Society” to the point 
where these activities are as valued in our 
profession as making scientific discoveries 
and developing geologic resources. 

Over the past few years, the division’s 
leadership has made a concerted effort to 
expand our presence in the annual meeting 
beyond our initial focus on communication 
and public discourse.  We are increasingly 
hosting technical sessions that bring together 
a number of disparate disciplines to examine 
key aspects of how geoscience intersects 
with societal needs.  We have hosted 
sessions on Climate, Water, and Health; 
Energy and Water; and Sustainability.  We 
have a number of sessions proposed this 
year, including offerings on Hydraulic 
Fracturing and Lessons from Fukishima. We 
are also seeking ideas for field trips and 
short courses, and are looking at ways we 
can expand our presence at sectional 
meetings.  We also have plans to further 
increase awareness by hosting a “Geology 
Serving Society Haiku” contest later in the 
year. Any GSA member can enter, but only 
G&S members can judge. 

The division has grown and prospered over 
the past 10 years, and we have much to be 
proud of.  We also have much yet to do!  For 
the division to grow and prosper, we need 
you to help “spread the word”.  Support our 
technical sessions, come hear our 
Distinguished Speakers at the annual 
meeting, and engage in the discussions.  
When you do attend G&S events, we need 

you to bring a friend!  When you talk to your 
colleagues about how geoscience issues are 
important to society, think of G&S Division 
and invite them to join.  We are only as 
strong as our actions and voices.  Thank you 
for all that you do, and may 2012 be our best 
year 
yet. 

 

 

 
GEOSCIENCE FUNDING: ROCKY 
ROAD AHEAD 
 
Kasey White 
GSA Director for Geoscience Policy 
Washington, D.C. 

 
Just before the end of the 
year, President Obama 
signed the Consolidated 
Appropriations Act of 
2012 into law, funding the 
government for fiscal year 
(FY) 2012. Based on 
initial AAAS analysis, 

total R&D spending for FY2012 is $142 
billion, 1.3% below FY 2011 levels. In light 
of some of the proposed spending cuts and a 
very contentious process, science funding 
fared well, with some agencies receiving 
small increases and others seeing  less 
drastic cuts than proposed. The coming 
years, however, will be more difficult as 
mandatory cuts come into force. 

Of particular interest to the geoscience 
community, the National Science 
Foundation received $7.0 billion, $173 
million more than in FY 2011.  

The U.S. Geological Survey received 
$1,069.7 million, a decline of $14.0 million 
from FY 2011. Several divisions, including 
Ecosystems, Climate and Land Use Change, 
and Water Resources, saw increases over the 
previous year.  
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Energy, Minerals, and Environmental 
Health; Natural Hazards; and Core Science 
Systems saw a decrease. However, Congress 
provided more funding than the 
Administration requested for the National 
Geological and Geophysical Data 
Preservation Program, allowing the program 
to maintain current funding levels, and 
restored some of the requested cuts to 
National Cooperative Geologic Mapping 
Federal and State Partnerships.  

Congress weighed in on the future of the 
Landsat program: “[F]uture requests for the 
project are estimated by the Administration 
to escalate to over $400,000,000 by fiscal 
year 2014. There is little doubt that resources 
will not be available within the Interior 
Appropriations bill to support these very 
large increases without decimating all other 
Survey programs.” Given the budget 
constraints and gap until the launch of 
Landsat 9 in 2018, Congress recommended 
that “… all interested parties … re-examine 
how to proceed with future Landsat 
missions.”  

The FY 2013 budget process begins in early 
February with the release of the President’s 
budget request. GSA will be monitoring 
funding in the Administration and Congress 
and making the case for geoscience research. 
We are joining with many other science and 
engineering societies to advocate for science 
in these challenging fiscal times. In late 
April, GSA will participate in Science-
Engineering- Technology Congressional 
Visits Day.  This event raises awareness of 
the long-term importance of science, 
engineering and technology to the nation 
through face-to-face meetings with Members 
of Congress, congressional staff, key 
Administration officials and other decision-
makers. In mid-September, GSA will join 
with other geosocieties to hold a 
congressional visits day focused on the 
geosciences. Please contact me if you are 
interested in learning more about these 
opportunities to communicate the value of 
geoscience research to Members of 
Congress.  

 

 
POSITION STATEMENTS: 
WHAT DOES GSA THINK ABOUT…? 
 
Tom Evans 
Wisconsin Geological Survey 
 
The Geological Society of America, with 
over 25,000 members, is one of the principal 
professional earth-science organizations 
applying earth-science information in the 
service of society.  In that role, GSA takes 
seriously its goal to promote this sense of 
service through its educational and public 
awareness programs for its members and for 
the general public.  In addition, the GSA 
supports the engagement of its members in 
their communities by providing timely 
information about a growing number of 
geoscience-based issues of public concern.  
A primary way we reach out to the 
membership and to the public about 
geoscience issues is through GSA Position 
Statements. 
 
A Position Statement is GSA’s perspective 
on issues of direct relevance to the 
geoscience community and the society in 
which we live.  It provides a basis for shared 
understanding among our members about 
these issues, provides background 
information, discusses the rationale behind 
the Society’s engagement with these issues, 
outlines a plan for the implementation of the 
Society’s perspective, and makes 
suggestions for how members can actually 
make use of this information in their 
communities and within their profession.  A 
Position Statement is not a press release or a 
quick pronouncement … it requires a 
process of: 
 

(1) proposal development initiated by 
any of its individual members or 
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official divisions, and the thoughtful 
and considered discussion of that 
proposal by the Geology and Public 
Policy Committee (GPPC) and GSA 
Council, and if approved;  
 

(2) the development of a full-draft of a 
proposed position statement, which is 
then subject to detailed review by 
selected GSA members and  is 
eventually published in GSA Today 
for every member’s opportunity to 
review; and  
 

(3) if finally approved by GSA Council, 
it is adopted as an official statement 
of the Society for use by members 
and for the education of its various 
interested communities and 
audiences.  An official Position 
Statement, once adopted, is subject to 
periodic review by the GPPC to 
insure its continued utility and 
relevance. 

 
Go to http://www.geosociety.org/positions to 
see a current list of seventeen approved 
statements in four broad categories and 
participate in reviewing two position 
statements in active development. The 
process of position statement development 
and adoption is explained, as well. See an 
issue – local, regional, national, or 
international -- for which you think your 
professional society can be an effective 
advocate in service to society?  Bring it to 
your fellow GSA members’ attention! 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

GEOLOGY AND SOCIETY DIVISION 
GROWS AND PROSPERS IN FISCAL 
2012 

 
Jon Goodwin 
Illinois State Geological Survey 
G&S Division Secretary-Treasurer 

 
The Geology and Society Division now has 
360 members of all classes, according to a 
new report received by the Secretary-
Treasurer, Jonathan Goodwin.  The number 
represents an increase of 15 from the 
previous year’s total. 
 
“It’s gratifying that our membership 
numbers are growing,” Goodwin said, “but 
we management board members want to 
encourage many more GSA members to also 
join our Division.” 
 
The primary source of revenue to support the 
Division’s activities remains the annual dues 
paid by the members—currently $8 for 
professionals and $4 for students.  But, there 
have also been some generous donations 
made to the GSA Foundation to support the 
Division’s activities. Those accumulated 
donations have now been deposited into the 
Division’s account at GSA.  The latest 
financial report for the period October 1 
through December 21, 2011, the second 
quarter of fiscal year 2012 shows our 
improved financial position: 
 
 

“I just worry that it’s affecting our work.” 
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STATEMENT OF ACTIVITIES 
  

REVENUE SOURCES  
Division Dues Income $991.23 

Contributions 4,050.00 

  

          Total Revenue 5,041.23 

  

EXPENSES  

Contract Services 31.25 

Postage, Shipping, Freight 22.54 

Grants & Awards, Cash 1,438.49 

Catering & Entertainment 544.27 

  

          Total Expenses 2,036.55 

  

NET INCOME/(LOSS) 3,004.68 

  

STATEMENT OF FINANCIAL POSITION 

  

ASSETS  

    Cash 5,704.19 

  

          Total Assets 5,704.19 

 
With a little more than $4000 in 
contributions added to our working account, 
we more than covered the operating 
expenses we incurred during the quarter.  
Our total assets in the first quarter of 2012 
were only $2,122, and our expenses last 
quarter, like this quarter, exceeded our dues 
income.  Nevertheless, with the previous 
contributions received by the Foundation 
now deposited in our account, we’re in much 
better financial shape than before. 
 
The members of the Management Board are 
working with Anna Christensen, the 
Foundation’s Chief Development Officer, to 
develop a cause that can attract significant 
donations from GSA members as well as 
outside donors to support important 
activities of the Division. Causes under 
discussion include the following: support for 
the annual Distinguished Lecture series to 
provide for payment of travel costs and an 
honorarium for the lecturer; support for a 
distinguished lecturer to travel to several US 
college campuses each year to present 
lectures reflecting the Division’s mission of 
“Geology in Support of Society”; support for 

increasing the monetary awards for students 
making presentations at both the annual 
meeting and at Section Meetings.  Do the 
Division’s members have other ideas for a 
cause that would attract donations? 
 
In the meantime, if you’d like to make an 
unrestricted donation to the Foundation to 
support current activities of the Division you 
can do so by sending a check payable to the 
Foundation with a covering letter stating that 
the purpose of the donation is to support any  
activities approved by the Management 
Board of the Geology and Society Division. 
 
 
SENTENCING SCIENCE 
 
Jacqueline Ratner 
University of Oxford 
 
On April 6, 2009, an earthquake of 
magnitude 6.3 struck near the central Italian 
town of L'Aquila, in the mountainous 
Abruzzo region east of Rome.  The 
earthquake caused extensive damage to 
thousands of buildings in the medieval city, 
and some older buildings collapsed. More 
than 300 people were killed, approximately 
1,500 were injured, and more than 65,000 
were left homeless.  Six seismologists and a 
government official have been charged with 
manslaughter for a supposed failure to warn 
the population before the earthquake. 

 
Are you frightened at the idea of 
being a seismologist in 
L’Aquila right now? I am. 
Scientists around the world are 
waiting with bated breath to 
hear whether the seismology 
team in Italy will be convicted 

of over 300 counts of manslaughter in the 
aftermath of a 2009 earthquake that shook 
international headlines. The judge of the trial 
states that the Great Risks team of seven 
scientists gave the public “inexact, 
incomplete, and contradictory information” 
in the months preceding the disaster. Italian 
locals generally concur that the scientists 
were not expected to be able to predict 
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earthquakes, but that the team is being held 
culpable for unclearly communicating 
whether evacuation was necessary during 
foreshocks. It was this poor communication 
and lack of transparency that resulted in 
people choosing to remain in structurally 
unsound buildings, which collapsed. 
 
This is perhaps the most dramatic instance of 
scientists failing to relay clear and 
understandable information to non-scientists. 
It doesn’t take a Hawking to understand that 
when it comes to natural disasters, scientists 
are directly responsible for disseminating 
information that will (or won’t) save lives. 
But it’s not just hazard scientists who need 
to make their processes and conclusions 
understandable; it’s our responsibility as 
proponents of science to always be thinking 
about how our research impacts the broader 
global community, and to be ready to share 
it outside of our areas of expertise. 
 
You’re already aware that an effective way 
to incarcerate your own career is to be a 
recluse: avoid publishing, conferences, and 
collaborative work. The reason for that is 
because you know that if you don’t share 
your knowledge within your discipline, there 
will be no way to move forward. Acting as a 
loner in your cellblock means you’re Andy 
Dufresne, with only a spoon to dig your way 
out of Shawshank prison. 
 
By the same token, avoiding collaboration 
with non-scientists is equally as stifling to 
the development of science. Science cannot 
move forward as a discipline if it doesn’t 
appeal to the broader public. Even if your 
research isn’t directly saving lives, the 
ability to talk about your work might help 
someone understand why the study of 
abstract things is important, or it might even 
inspire a future scientist from the next 
generation. But science won’t appeal to non-
experts at all if they can’t begin to 
understand it. Furthermore, it’s a fallacy to 
believe that the public is not able to 
understand what it is that you do; most 
people are capable of understanding most 
things, given an explanation that makes 

sense to them. The ability to make someone 
understand what you’re saying is 
synonymous with the ability to present 
information in a way that is tailored to your 
audience, which means letting go of all the 
jargon.  
 
Maybe you’ve heard this one: If you can’t 
accurately explain what it is that you do in 
two sentences or less, you don’t understand 
it well enough. 
 
So, let me ask you: when is the last time you 
explained what you do to a non-scientist so 
that they clearly understood you? If you 
can’t remember, it’s time to get out there and 
do some cross-disciplinary work, volunteer 
at a science camp, or visit a conference 
that’s outside your comfort zone. If the 
majority of scientists continue to scrape at 
this stone wall of communication with a 
spoon, it’s equivalent to sentencing science 
as a whole to an indefinite stint in solitary 
confinement. 
 

 
Filippo Monteforte/Agence France-Presse — Getty Images 

 
Editor’s Note:  In 2011, the Geology and 
Society Division launched a student writer 
competition.  The winner of the 2011 
competition is Jackie Ratner for her article 
that appears above.  Jackie will receive a 
$50 award from the Division. 
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SPECIAL FEATURE ARTICLE 
 
“USING GEOLOGY TO HELP THE 
PEOPLE OF SAN SALVADOR ISLAND, 
BAHAMAS AND USING SAN 
SALVADOR TO HELP OURSELVES” 
 
R. Laurence Davis 
University of New Haven 

 
On January 1, 1986, I first set foot on San 
Salvador Island, Bahamas. I was 
accompanied by then-student Rob Johnson, 
and we took the twice-a-week Bahamasair 
flight from Nassau. We were met at the 
airport by Don Gerace, Executive Director 
of the Bahamian Field Station and 
immediately whisked, in our traveling 
clothes, into the field and placed into the 
care of John Mylroie (now at Mississippi 
State) and Jim Carew (College of 
Charleston). Since then, I have made close to 
80 trips to San Salvador and have been 
joined by many students. I have come to 
know the island, its people, and my fellow 
researchers in ways that I never would have 
imagined on that hot, sunny January day  
 
Over the years, I found that, in addition to 
learning about the island’s geology, 
hydrology, and natural history, we were able 
to serve the people of the island. In this 
article, I hope to share with you some of the 
experiences and some of the lessons that we 
have learned. 
 
San Salvador Island is located in the east-
central part of the Bahamian island chain. It 
is famous for having been the site of 

Colum
bus’ first landfall. Like all of the 
Bahamian islands, San Salvador is 
composed of a thick (>3000 m) sequence of 

young carbonate rocks. Most of the islands 
in the chain are the emergent portions of 
much larger submerged platforms. San 
Salvador, however, is isolated from these 
and sits on a narrow platform of its own. 
Beyond it, in all directions, ocean depths 
plunge to more than 5000 meters.  
 San Salvador itself is approximately 
20 kilometers long and 12 kilometers wide. 
There is a low area along the shore ranging 
in width from a few tens of meters to a 
kilometer or so. All development has taken 
place there, and most of the island’s 1600 
residents live in this area. In the interior are a 
series of arcuate ridges up to 40 meters high.  

 
 
These are consolidated dunes formed from 
sediments which blew off the exposed 
platform during the Pleistocene low sea-
level stands. Between many ridges are 
hypersaline lakes, some connected directly 
to the ocean by subsurface conduits, and oth-
ers are isolated, receiving water from 
precipitation and seepage .  
 Caves and subsurface conduits have 
developed in many places along the shore 
and in the interior, generally at or near sea 
level. Because sea level rose and fell during 
glacial times, caves have developed to a 
depth of about 105 meters, creating a “swiss 
cheese” effect.  

 
Photo by Daniel Walker Reed® 
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This depth corresponds to some of the 
lowest recorded Pleistocene sea levels. Many 
of the caves serve as conduits or pipes, and 
tides pump sea water through them into and 
out of the interior of the island and its lakes.  

This complex geology and hydrology 
assures that fresh water resources are scarce 
(Davis and Johnson, 1989). Past tourism 
development has put a tremendous strain on 
them and more development is coming. The 
lack of soils, the karstified rock, and the 
many bedrock exposures make all sorts of 
waste disposal extremely difficult.  

 San Salvador is also the site of the 
Gerace Research Centre (GRC), formerly the 
Bahamian Field Station. The GRC was 
founded by Don and Kathy Gerace in 1971. 
Since then, it has hosted classes from over 
100 colleges and Universities and served as 
the base for dozens of researchers in 
Biology, Botany, Marine Science, Geology, 
Hydrology, Archaeology. Because of this, 
San Salvador may be one of the most studied 
small islands in the world. Yet, it gives up its 
secrets reluctantly. This is especially true in 
the interior where conditions are difficult.  

 

 
 
Consequently, most researchers conduct 

their work on or near the coast. Those of us 
who work in the interior sometimes say, 
with a smug look on our faces, “only the 
superior go to the interior.” The rewards of 
working in the interior are many, however 
difficult the conditions may be. There are 
many interesting scientific problems, the 
setting is 

gorgeous:

 
 
the flora and fauna are fascinating! 

 
Photo by Daniel Walker Reed® 

 
Given that I “reside” at the 

University of New Haven, in an 
interdisciplinary, environmental science 
department that has both undergraduate and 
graduate programs, the research that my 
students and I do on the island very much 
relates geology to society. While we have 
carried out work involving water and water 
supply, land use planning, solid waste 
disposal, invasive species, and fresh water 
wetlands, I will focus on the water but also 
briefly discuss solid waste disposal.  
 
Water on San Salvador has been a prime 
focus of our research. In fact, I first came to 
the island at the urging of John Mylroie who 
was interested in the linkage between karst 
hydrology, glacio-eustatic sea level change 
and cave formation. He particularly wanted 
to know whether the island’s hydrologic 
regime at a 6m higher sea level stand would 
support a since-discarded hypothesis for 
cave formation. I quickly found (on the first 
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trip, in fact) that I could never begin to 
understand conditions at a higher sea level 
until I understood present-day conditions. 
Twenty-five years later, I’m still working on 
that problem, although we’ve made a lot of 
progress.  
 Once I became the “water-guy” it 
soon became clear that the island and its 
residents had a major problem with water 
supply. Similar to most small islands, there 
were two major sources of water: rainwater 
and ground water. The GRC’s facility was 
originally a cold-war era military base built 
and operated in the late 1960’s by the US 
Navy to track Soviet submarines. San 
Salvador was well suited for this purpose as 
it has a clear “view” straight to Africa 
(Morocco and Western Sahara are at the 
same latitude) and the ocean floor drops to 
over 5000m within a few kilometers of the 
eastern coast. The Navy recognized the 
water problems and built a huge, 4 acre 
concrete catchment onto the hillside south of 
the field station. It is still in use. Many 
homes also had “catch bins” collecting water 
off of roofs. 

 
Photo by Daniel Walker Reed® 

 
Unfortunately, San Salvador has distinct wet 
(May-November) and dry (December-April) 
seasons. Frequently the dry season is really 
dry. Consequently, an additional or 
alternative water supply is needed. This can 
only be ground water. According to 
“textbook” explanations, islands should have 
a large freshwater lens beneath them. 
Furthermore, aquifers comprised of young 
limestones, such as San Salvador, should be 
both porous and permeable. We found 
neither of these assumptions to be true. This 
was our first indication that San Salvador 
has never read the textbooks. In fact, any 

freshwater lenses that do exist are small, 
discontinuous, and isolated. Beyond that, 
conductivity tests Cal Johnson and I did on 
the rock found it to be porous, but with very 
low conductivity, usually less than 10-6 
cm/sec.  Consequently, wells are exquisitely 
sensitive to over pumping and are easily 
subject to salt-water intrusion. Individual 
wells were frequently salty and, by the late 
1980’s, the main municipal well field (near 
the airport) was running at a salinity of about 
5 ppt. At this concentration, the saltiness 
could easily be tasted by everyone.  

Then Columbus stepped in once 
again. In 1990, the Bahamas government 
contracted with Club Med to build a resort 
on San Salvador. It was scheduled to open 
on October 12, 1992 (does that date sound 
familiar?). The government not only 
promised to either build a new airport that 
would accommodate jets coming non-stop 
from Europe (or lengthen the existing one) 
but also to provide an adequate water supply 
for the 500 room facility. They did this by 
proposing additional wells to the existing 
well field. 

 It is interesting to note that airport 
expansion also had an impact on the well 
field. The original plan was to build a new 
airport at the north end of the island in an 
area known as “Line Hole”. However, when 
they went to begin clearing the area, the 
bulldozers kept breaking through into small 
caves just below the surface. A 1996 study 
by John Harris found that this area was 
underlain by approximately 2000 sinkholes 
per square kilometer. Not exactly the sort of 
place where you would want to touch down 
in a Boeing 757, or even a small two-seat 
aircraft. Because of this, the government was 
forced to expand the existing airport. In 
doing so, they destroyed an existing 
rainwater catchment and three lines of wells 
on the north side of the runway. It so 
happened that the freshest water was here.  
In fact, there is an extensive freshwater 
wetland just north of the airport that Cara 
Gentry and I studied.  

The results were predictable. As 
pumping in the newly configured well field 
increased from 50,000 liters/week to over 
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300,000, salinity went up. Part of the 
problem was due to poor design and 
management of the well field. In 2002, 
Shannon Pociu, a graduate student at the 
University of New Haven, undertook a new 
management plan for the well field that 
would lessen the problem. Her plan 
advocated abandoning some wells and 
raising the intake screen on others.  Before it 
could be implemented, however, the 
government gave up on the well field and 
constructed a reverse osmosis desalinization 
plant that now supplies water to the island. It 
is interesting, however, that they chose to 
dig a new, deep saltwater well and to 
desalinize pure seawater rather than use the 
existing well field and desalinize brackish 
water, a far cheaper alternative.  

 

 
This entire story clearly shows how geology 
and society are inextricably linked. Students 
ask, “Why didn’t they preserve the 
catchment?” “Why didn’t they use the wells 
for the water source in desalinization?” 
“Why did they pave over the wells on the 
north side of the runway?” The answers 
involve geology, policy, lack of 
communication, fragmented planning, lack 
of anyone looking at the “big picture” and so 
much more. It is all fodder for some 
interesting discussions with students, 
colleagues, and Bahamians at the GRC and 
beyond.   
 
 
 
 
 

In the next issue of the Geology and Society 
Division Newsletter: Solid Waste 
Management on San Salvador! 
 

 
Photo by Daniel Walker Reed® 

 


