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dward L. Miles is one of the few
National Academy of Sciences
(NAS) members without a formal background in science.
However, his extensive studies in international relations and oceanography
have brought him into the thick of the
debates regarding the laws of the seas
and climate change. Elected to the NAS
in 2003, Miles is the Virginia and Prentice Bloedel Professor of Marine Studies
and Public Affairs at the University of
Washington (Seattle, WA) and Senior
Fellow at the Joint Institute for the
Study of the Atmosphere and Ocean,
also at the University of Washington.
In his Inaugural Article in this issue of
PNAS (1), Miles and his research team
propose the creation of a National Climate Service in the United States. Such
an agency could provide authoritative
short- and long-term information, predictions, and recommendations regarding climate trends and variability at
regional, national, and global levels.
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Trinidad to DC, via Norway
Miles was born in Trinidad in 1939,
where he lived until college. Trinidad
was then a British colony, and for college Miles had to choose between studying in England or the United States. His
inclination was to go to the United
States to become a fighter pilot, but his
father, an electrical engineer, talked him
out of it. Miles instead chose to attend
Howard University (Washington, DC),
where he majored in history with a minor in politics. After graduating in 1962,
Miles attended summer school at the
University of Oslo (Oslo, Norway). He
fell in love with the country and has
returned many times to Norway for research collaborations.
In 1962, Miles enrolled in a Ph.D.
program in international relations in the
Graduate School of International Studies at the University of Denver (Denver,
CO). His supervisors were Dean Josef
Korbel, father of former U.S. Secretary
of State Madeleine Albright, and B.
Vincent Davis, an international relations
and national security expert. Miles’ thesis focused on the process and politics of
codifying and progressively developing
international law. He also studied how
international law was developed regarding the oceans and outer space. When
Miles completed his degree in 1965, he
was offered a faculty position in his department, which he accepted.
Entering International Policy Waters
Miles planned to write a series of books
on the politics of creating international
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law, first on space, then the oceans, and
finally a theoretical piece putting the
lessons learned from the two case studies together in a broader framework.
After finishing the project on outer
space (2), he tackled the study of policies governing the oceans and has remained in this academic area ever since.
Miles’ involvement with ocean policy
began in 1967, when he was invited to
join an interdisciplinary group of oceanographers, fisheries biologists, ocean
engineers, and lawyers based at Ohio
State University (Columbus, OH) and
studying ocean policy problems at national and global levels. Later this group
merged with the Law of the Sea Institute, and several members joined a new
International Marine Science Affairs
Panel at the National Research Council.
In 1972, Miles received an International Affairs Fellowship from the
Council on Foreign Relations to spend
a year conducting research on his
oceans project at the International
Oceanographic Commission in Paris.
Miles says, ‘‘The Law of the Sea conference was just being organized at that
time, and I had studied the process of
creation in international law. This was
an opportunity to get in on the ground
floor with respect to the ocean. So I
became involved with that in the summer of 1973, and I never left.’’
The Convention on the Law of the
Sea, which was completed in 1982, was
one of the longest, largest, most complex, and most difficult sets of negotiations that the United Nations had ever
hosted. Miles followed the years of negotiations and showed that the result

was determined by the structure and
dynamics of the negotiation process.
‘‘I was a participant, and I followed it
for 10 years. I wrote a book that details
how the law was brought into being,’’
he says (3).
As the conference got underway, Miles
went to Cambridge, MA, in 1973 for a
year at the Harvard Center of International Affairs, with a joint appointment to
the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution (Woods Hole, MA). He was a senior
fellow and helped then-president Paul Fye
set up the Marine Policy Center. ‘‘While
there, I decided that I was going to spend
quite a bit of time on the ocean. The people at the University of Washington were
creating an institute for marine studies as
an integrated science, social science, and
law experiment. They were making an
approach to bring me to Seattle, and I
had to say I was really interested,’’ he
says. In 1974, Miles moved to the University of Washington and has been there
since.
Serious About Oceanography
‘‘I decided if I was really going to do
this seriously and go to [University of]
Washington, I needed to learn the science as well,’’ Miles says. He began
learning oceanography at Woods Hole
Oceanographic Institution and continued these studies at the University of
Washington. ‘‘I became really interested
in fisheries and problems of international management of fisheries,’’ he
says, ‘‘and I started working on that as
well as oceanography. I have continued
so for more than 30 years now.’’
Miles’ work on fisheries peaked in the
1980s when he and colleagues from the
United States and Norway launched a
large study of international environmental regimes to determine what factors
raised or lowered the chances of reaching a successful resolution on the
problems for which the regimes were
designed. The work was timely because
the first Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC) had begun its
work. Miles started writing a book evaluating the effectiveness of international
environmental regimes in which science
and technology play a large part. The
IPCC report was coming up, and he and
his colleagues decided to survey more
regimes than had been assessed in the
literature and to focus almost exclusively
on oceans because ocean studies had
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traditionally been neglected. ‘‘We did
a very systematic, combined qualitative
and quantitative evaluation of what
makes a more effective environmental
regime and why they fail,’’ Miles says
(4). ‘‘We defined the problems in two
dimensions. There were problems that
were benign that could be solved primarily by synergies and coordination
among the participants in which the outcome wasn’t zero-sum but variable sum.
So there weren’t patterns of winners
and losers, and everybody had something to gain from cooperating.’’
On the other extreme of evaluating
international environmental policies
were malign problems, he says. ‘‘Where
you’re dealing with externalities, as the
economists would say, these are bad,
and there are large disparities between
private and social costs. So there is no
incentive to collaborate, and there are
clear winners and losers,’’ he says. ‘‘The
worst type is where there is a dynamic
of competition. If a problem is strongly
malign and at the same time is very scientifically complex and uncertainty is
great, that is a deadly combination.’’ In
these circumstances, relationships between countries almost always break
down. ‘‘If the problem is mixed, so there
are malign and benign aspects, you have
a better chance of salvaging a working
relationship,’’ he says.
But even malign problems had a small
upside. ‘‘We were surprised that the
data showed that the mere attempt to
establish cooperative regimes results,
over time, in improvement in the nature
of the problem even in the sense that
had that not been done, things would
have been worse. They didn’t solve the
problem, but they attenuated it. That
happens more often than we had hypothesized,’’ Miles says.
Applying to Climate Change
Miles continued his studies of the
oceans and international fisheries and
realized that everything he was learning
also applied to climate change. ‘‘Since I
was interested in the global commons
and international science and technology
policy, I was really interested in climate
change. I decided I had to commit to
learning a fair bit about the science because I believe in integrating the earth
sciences with social sciences,’’ he says.
In 1993, Miles decided to spend a
sabbatical, split between Oslo and Geneva, Switzerland, where he would be
involved with the IPCC. Miles and his
collaborators thought the time in Geneva would be an excellent opportunity
to see and understand what mechanisms
are created to form a scientific consensus for problems of great complexity
and uncertainty. By the end of his time

with the IPCC, Miles had read all of the
paperwork and reports prepared by the
committee and had established relationships with many of the people involved.
When he left, he told the director, Ram
Sundararaman, that he was the only
American not on the panel who had
read every document, without actually
being a member.
Miles had returned to Norway to
complete his sabbatical when he received an urgent phone call from Venugopalan Ittekot, a biogeochemist at the
University of Hamburg (Hamburg, Germany). Ittekot was the Convening Lead
Author for the Oceans Chapter in the

Proposing a
National Climate
Service was ‘‘like
setting a match to
tinder. There was
great receptivity.’’
Second IPCC assessment in Working
Group II, which was concerned with the
oceans. ‘‘They needed somebody to be
the lead for marine policy. They called
the United Nations Office of Ocean
Affairs and asked them to recommend
somebody, and the only person they
could recommend was me,’’ explains
Miles.
Now an insider, Miles recalls, ‘‘Three
of us really wrote the report, with contributions from outside. Ittekot, myself,
and a Chinese colleague, Su Jilan. The
three of us were extremely congenial,
we worked very well together, meeting
in the U.S., Geneva, Beijing, and Montreal. At the end of that experience, I
was very impressed with the thoroughness of the IPCC procedures and the
many layers of quality control. But I was
much less impressed with what we could
say’’ (5, 6).
Miles concluded that the impact
assessments at the global level ‘‘were
valuable primarily for painting the big
picture and allowing one to assess general trends. They were limited by the
coarse resolution of the global climate
models at that time.’’ When he started
working on the report, the data points
were 400 km apart. ‘‘I was troubled by
that. There were no decision-makers I
had ever worked with or have seen close
up who could make any qualitative decision based on these general assessments,’’ Miles says.
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Instead of broad assessments, Miles
believed that regional and subregional
assessments would have much greater
value. Such higher-resolution assessments could allow decision-makers to
have a more accurate understanding of
what could happen at the local level.
‘‘We need to tell people very specifically
what they have at stake and what they
could expect,’’ he says.
National Climate Service
Initially Miles’ sponsors at the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) argued that he needed to
concentrate on regional climate forecasts because those forecasts would have
the most relevance for decision-makers.
After searching for a region to use as a
pilot program, Miles realized that the
best one was in his own backyard—
Washington state’s Columbia River
Basin.
Miles proposed and created the Climate Impacts Group in 1995, which
brought together scientists, social scientists, and legal scholars at the University
of Washington to analyze the effects of
climate variability throughout the Columbia River Basin. Most importantly,
this group could help residents, businesses, and local government anticipate,
plan for, and adapt to climate change
(7). The group, now numbering 27, uses
climate models and hydrological, treering, and paleoclimate studies to explain
the impacts of climate variability and
anticipate the impacts of climate change
in the Pacific Northwest (8). The group
also studies salmonids in the rivers as
a way to bridge aquatic and terrestrial
environments and has been developing
a method for reading geoduck shells in
a manner similar to tree rings (9, 10).
The Climate Impacts Group became
the model for nine Regional Integrated
Sciences and Assessment (RISA) programs that NOAA has implemented
across the United States. These RISAs
do not cover the entire continent, however, which led to Miles’ idea for a National Climate Service, the subject of his
PNAS Inaugural Article (1). In his Inaugural Article, he and his colleagues propose the creation of a National Climate
Service that would provide predictions
about short-term climate variability and
long-term climate change at the regional
levels. ‘‘I had the idea for this paper
after watching the institutional obstacles
in the way of NOAA’s production of an
authoritative design that was broad
enough in scope and spatial scale to do
the job that needed to be done,’’ he
says.
Miles proposed the idea at a meeting
of the American Meteorological Society,
and to his surprise, the idea was not imDowney
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mediately shot down. ‘‘I expected a lot
of questions, doubts, queries, and challenges, but that didn’t happen,’’ he says.
Instead, he says what happened was
‘‘like setting a match to tinder. There
was great receptivity. I don’t mean people agreed with everything I said, but it
sort of broke the logjam on conceptualizing the problem. People were very excited about it, and I came back home
and got a lot of questions from the
team.’’
In his Inaugural Article, Miles asks
five major questions regarding a National Climate Service: why it should be
built, what it is, what functions and services it provides, how it should be designed, and how it should be evaluated.
Miles and his colleagues say the time is
right to develop a National Climate Service that can aid citizens, businesses,
and governments in making the best use

of emerging knowledge about the consequences of climate variation and change.
Climate science and the understanding
of climate impacts on resources has improved enough in the last 20 years that
a climate service could now provide
useful information about climate and
climate impacts for interested parties.
Miles and his team say a national network should be developed because
stakeholders are not making full use of
existing climate and climate-impact information. They propose that the
National Climate Service should be organized like RISAs are now, with small
regional centers providing tailored information. Enough centers could be established to cover the entire country.
‘‘NOAA should be the leader of a congressionally mandated interagency
partnership,’’ says Miles. He says the
National Climate Service should be

linked and networked at the regional
level through regional offices of partner
agencies, RISAs, NOAA’s regional climate centers, the National Weather Service, state climatologists, and the new
National Integrated Drought Information System.
Conveying his belief in the urgency of
the matter, Miles thinks that a National
Climate Service could be in place in 5
years. ‘‘NOAA needs to take the lead,
and we have to have support of the administrator, and conversations have to
be developed within the executive
branch and between the executive
[branch] and Congress,’’ Miles says.
‘‘We hope that we have provided some
impetus for those conversations to take
place in a focused way, where they have
not been before.’’
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