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[The Lena River, some 2,800 miles (4,500km) long, is one of the largest rivers in the world. The Lena Delta Reserve is the most extensive protected wilderness area in Russia. It is an important refuge and breeding grounds for many species of Siberian wildlife.]
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. Out of the catastrophe of Hurricane Katrina was born a global community of practice that now works together to address the effects of climate change and sea-level rise on the world’s great river deltas. 

. After Hurricane Katrina devastated New Orleans and the Gulf Coast in 2005, U.S. scientists began discussing in earnest the possibility of re-engineering the Mississippi River. Meanwhile, many scientists in the U.S. and abroad were also concerned about the other deltas of the world. For good reason.
. Deltas are vital physical and ecological systems that deliver ecological services and support the economies of great regions, sometimes entire nations. They are systems where human populations, fish and wildlife resources, agriculture, energy development, transportation, and commerce converge. 
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. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, or IPCC, reported in its 2007 fourth assessment that nearly 300 million people live in a sample of 40 deltas worldwide, including all the large deltas.  The IPCC said, “`Deltas, one of the largest sedimentary deposits in the world, are widely recognized as highly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change, particularly sea-level rise and changes in runoff as well as being subject to stresses imposed by human modification of catchment and delta plain land use.” 
. The panel estimated that more than 1 million people will be directly affected by the year 2050 in three megadeltas (the Ganges-Brahmaputra, the Mekong, and the Nile) and that the Mississippi Delta was characterized as highly vulnerable to human displacement resulting from sea-level rise.
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. Realizing that many of the world’s great deltas were threatened by storms and sea-level rise, the USGS convened a delta conference in November of 2007 with U.S. and foreign participants.  
. The outcome of that conference was the beginning of the Delta Research and Global Observation Network, or DRAGON, Partnership. 
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. The DRAGON has three goals:

· To create a global community of practice among scientists, educators, and resource managers. 
· To share data and create decision-support and visualization tools.

· To develop ecological forecasting models.
. Since its beginning less than two years ago, there have been several regional workshops and two international conferences to continue the cooperative work of the DRAGON Partnership. 
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. In 2008 the President of the United States and the Prime Minister of Vietnam highlighted the DRAGON in a bilateral agreement for scientific and educational cooperation.  Also, in 2008 the DRAGON Institute-Mekong was established at Can Tho University in Vietnam with support of the U.S. government through the Ambassador. 
. In July of 2009 USGS scientists met with Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and representatives of the State Department and with the U.S. Agency for International Development to discuss with foreign ministers the Secretary’s Lower Mekong Initiative. The Lower Mekong Initiative includes the DRAGON, the USGS Forecast Mekong visualization tools, and the Sister-River initiative. 
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. The Mekong River is a complex and unique ecological system. At Phnom Penh, Cambodia, the Mekong is joined by the Tonle Sap River, which drains the Tonle Sap Lake, the largest freshwater lake in South East Asia and an ecological hot spot that was designated as a UNESCO biosphere in 1997.

. During seasonal flooding, when snow melt in the Mekong headwaters joins with the heavy monsoon rains, a unique ecosystem is created. The increased water in the Mekong River then flows into the Tonle Sap River, causing it to reverse its flow.

. The waters from the reverse flow swell the Tonle Sap Lake, which more than quadruples in size.  This immense input of water is critical to the economy and food security of the region, primarily its fisheries and rice fields.  Overall, up to 65 million people in the Mekong basin depend on the river for food, transportation, and economic activity and millions rely on the fisheries from its waters for their main source of animal protein.
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. The USGS is now working with the State Department in a scientific partnership focused on the Lower Mekong. For its part, the USGS is: 

· synthesizing information of lessons learned from the Mississippi River

· developing regional food security models
· developing new scientific visualization tools for the Mekong River nations

· generating future sea-level rise scenarios for the Mekong Delta and acquiring and sharing global climate change data

· developing satellite-based monitoring for decision support tools for fisheries and agriculture management

· developing science-based outreach and education projects

· promoting partnerships with the Mekong River Commission, Vietnam Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment, and non-governmental organizations such as the World Wildlife Fund-Mekong.
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. In the European tradition, dragons are fierce and horrible, able to emit fire from their mouths. Since exploration has always been associated with the unknown and possible danger, the phrase “here be dragons” is ascribed, actually more in literary tradition than in fact, to early European map-makers as the label for a region that was unexplored and might hold terrors.
. By contrast, in many Asian cultures, mythological dragons carry pearls of wisdom.  Obviously, this is the preferred model for the acronymic DRAGON I’ve described today – the Delta Research and Global Observation Network. Unfortunately, friendly Asian dragons carrying “pearls of wisdom” lose out to better known, fire-breathing Western dragons when it comes to creating a memorable title for a science talk. 

. My point, again, very briefly: deltas around the globe are highly visible, highly vulnerable, and extremely vital to a large proportion of the world’s growing population.
. Let’s work together diligently, through international collaboration on deltas and climate change, so that an entirely new level of scientific understanding about the relation of nature and human society will be the ultimate outcome of the DRAGON Partnership.
