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Geologic controversies may be real or manufactured, but they always capture the public's attention. This session will present ideas and examples of ways to ensure the scientific perspective is included and given precedence when controversies arise.
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Getting in on the Ground Floor: Why It Pays to be Involved in Your Community Before Scientific Controversies Arise

One of the difficulties facing geologists as they respond to scientific controversies in their communities is a lack of trust.  Controversies such as removal of evolution from the local school curriculum rarely arise overnight and the people who shape community policies often view with understandable suspicion the scientists and others swooping in to protest the results of long labors.  It is much more effective to be a part of the process from the beginning.  Becoming an active member of a local board or civic organization allows the scientist to establish a good reputation and presents opportunities to participate in the development of community policy instead of reacting to the announcement of policies that may be counter to good science.

The social networks within a community have long been an important source of policy.  Unfortunately, in today’s mobile society, it is common for professionals to move into a community but not become part of its social or decision-making structure.  Taking the time to identify, join, and participate in community organizations such as youth sports, professional and social clubs, school support organizations, and other groups helps build strong communities and allows participants to be more informed and build personal relationships.  As a side benefit, the geoscientist will likely become the go-to person when questions arise regarding issues within their area of expertise, from helping 4-Hers and scouts with rock collections and environmental projects to supporting teachers and advising the local school board on appropriate science curriculum.  When controversial issues arise, the foundation of trust necessary to communicate effectively will be well established.

The benefits of community participation are numerous: from simply knowing neighbors to helping people understand and appreciate their physical surroundings to helping ensure the quality of education in the local schools.  The investment of time pays off in the development of friendships and the satisfaction of sharing knowledge.  Becoming involved in the community is worth the effort.
