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The Ecological Society of America (ESA) appreciates the opportunity to provide input
regarding the National Science Foundation’s Dear Colleague Letter seeking ideas for
restructuring the National Center for Atmospheric Research (NCAR). Our society
represents 8,000 ecological scientists and practitioners whose work depends heavily
on the data, models, infrastructure and expertise developed at NCAR. We write to
express our strong concern with the proposal to dismantle or fragment NCAR's
current integrated structure. Doing so would significantly harm the research
community, impede work of natural resource managers, and weaken a scientific
institution that has long served the nation’s interests.

NCAR's success stems not only from the excellence of its individual programs, but
from the integration of multiple capabilities (from meteorology to space weather
science to advanced cyberinfrastructure) within a single center. Many of the most
pressing scientific challenges facing the nation require precisely this kind of
integration.

Ecologists and natural resource managers rely extensively on NCAR-developed
resources and data products. NCAR’s Weather Research and Forecasting (WRF)
model is a foundational tool in ecological research that allows scientists to
understand how weather conditions influence wildfire behavior, forest drought stress,
hydrology, species distributions and ecosystem responses to extreme events.
Similarly, the Community Earth System Model (CESM) is widely used by ecologists
studying vegetation dynamics, carbon cycling and ecosystem responses to
environmental variability. NCAR's drought monitoring and prediction tools inform
management decisions for hundreds of millions of acres of federal and state-
managed land. These tools are cornerstones of modern ecological research, and
disrupting these capabilities could introduce dangerous gaps in the decision-support
infrastructure process used by land managers.

Additionally, NCAR serves as a vital training hub for the broader scientific community.
Its workshops, collaborative research programs and training opportunities prepare
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students and early-career researchers to work across disciplinary boundaries — an
increasingly important skill in fields like ecology and environmental science.

NSF's letter frames NCAR's activities as separable components, but this framing
misunderstands how the center functions. Many of the greatest challenges in modern
science require integration across disciplines to avoid “missing the big picture.”
NCAR's value derives from the co-location and institutional integration of
meteorology, observational infrastructure, high-performance computing and cross-
disciplinary research training. Atmospheric scientists, hydrologists and space weather
physicists at NCAR collaborate continuously, sharing data pipelines, computational
resources and expertise. Breaking these activities into separately managed entities
would create redundant administrative structures, break up data and software
pipelines and erode the institutional knowledge that has made NCAR a world-class
facility.

For these reasons, ESA urges NSF to maintain NCAR as an integrated national center.
Fragmenting its capabilities would introduce inefficiencies, increase costs and slow
scientific progress. Preserving NCAR's cross-cutting nature will ensure that it
continues to serve the nation effectively. ESA’s community of researchers and
practitioners offers to assist NSF and the broader scientific community to develop a
robust strategic plan for NCAR.
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