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Dear Dr. Woodhouse,


I am pleased to write in support of John W. (Jack) Williams for the Forests in the Earth System faculty position in the Laboratory of Treering Research. Jack has an internationally recognized research program using observations, modeling, and synthesis to explore the interaction of ecological processes with climate and other components of the Earth system. His studies of the impact of climate change on forests and vegetation have been at the cutting edge. His 2001 study of “no-analog” climates won him the Ecological Society of America Cooper Award, and his 2008 PNAS study of the impacts of future “no-analog” climates has gained widespread favorable publicity for his research. When I contacted him last winter, he was at Washington University in St. Louis lecturing about it. This research topic about how plants and animals and their many current associations may or may not survive in climates unlike any extant today has plenty of legs and will require the creative efforts of ecologists to develop new conservation plans. Jack’s background in paleoecology, remote-sensing, data management, and data synthesis and display sets him up to collaborate productively with a variety of scientists in the Treering Lab and to work with them and others in Tucson to find strategies for mitigating this problem. It is a problem first highlighted on the millennial time scale but requiring monitoring now on an annual to decadal time scale, which tree rings record.
Jack has done interdisciplinary research on climates and forests from the start of his graduate studies. His postdoctoral research at NCEAS added to the breadth of his ecological research. He has a well-funded research program involving graduate students and has gained a broad-enough international reputation to be invited to meetings last fall in both China and Sweden. His record at Wisconsin has been held in such high regard that he gained tenure after five years, he was awarded the Phillip R. Certain Distinguished Faculty Award for being the best of last year’s crop of tenured professors in Madison, and he was named to the Reid Bryson Distinguished Professorship for the Climate, People, and Environment Program. With two publications while a graduate student, one of which won a prize, Jack has gone on to publishing over 35 articles in the past decade with two of his graduate students being lead authors on four of these papers. These latter papers show his excellent guidance of students and his knowledge of how to lead an active lab for research.


Jack’s research since leaving Brown in 1999 speaks for itself. I, as his PhD advisor, need no longer exclaim about his potential as a leader in the field. Rather he has realized that potential and developed a well-documented record of achievement, recognition, and creative leadership, which award committees along with his department and institution have ranked top notch. What further impresses me is how much he has moved beyond what he did at Brown for his PhD research. He has collaborated broadly with climate modelers, ecosystem modelers, and earth-system-science modelers; used remotely sensed data on forest cover to produce past maps of forest cover; incorporated faunal data into his studies of the past and future; spear-headed getting an animated series of maps on past vegetation changes available over the internet; developed statistical techniques for data analysis; and worked on data sets from today and from future projections in addition to continued work on paleo-data sets. Furthermore, he has taken a leadership role in using methods developed for studying past climate impacts in order to estimate possible future impacts. And now he has initiated a plan to write a book that will describe paleoecological research to a wide audience and has a contract with Princeton University Press for the book. That book with be a service to all paleoecologists because it will make their work available to a wide and interested audience of international scientists. His coming to Arizona and the Treering Lab, in particular, should help him add to his book by incorporating more studies on annual time scales and from arid regions.

Jack has also taken the lead in a current project that shows his understanding of the usefulness of databases of paleovegetation, paleontological, and paleoenvironmental data. He is resampling classic or critical sites and improving their temporal resolution and their data. Data sets can go out of use as new sampling and dating methods are developed and used. But in many cases the hard work of previous investigators can be retained if their data are upgraded by collecting new cores and adding new dates or new data. With his knowledge of the NEOTOMA database, Jack has been able to indentify where these new dates and data are needed and thus has accomplished the needed upgrade at minimal cost. The upgraded data sets should depict key biological responses to environmental changes and thus permit much more telling tests of model results. They will also allow him to sample the cores at much finer intervals and thus refine the time scales of the vegetational responses that they record. Producing global databases with such a capacity is central to Jack’s research. He is in the lead here, and it will keep him and researchers in his lab busy for years to come. As a payoff for his research in model testing, he was recently invited to coordinate the data used in testing of transient simulations by climate models of the past 21,000 years. This work will have him interacting with NCAR scientists and other modelers.

What may seem like a challenge is that Jack to date has not worked much with treerings. But what might surprise you is that he had not done much work in generating new pollen data while at Brown. He and I allowed his research program to focus on data synthesis work and statistical analysis of data. As a global change scientist working with past vegetational data, it seemed that there was plenty to learn while working with data sets and models, whether climate, ecosystem, or earth system. So the fact that he now has an active paleoecological lab running with plenty of data collection and generation is a sign of how he can acquire new skills and pass them on to students and postdocs. I therefore foresee no problems in his broadening his current research into shorter time scales of forest changes and incorporating and even generating tree ring data. He has plenty of skills to share with those in the Treering Lab and his interdisciplinary background should lead to many exciting new collaborative research projects. His cover letter does a good job in spelling out his many interests and describing several that will interest scientists in the Treering Lab.


I think that you can see that I am giving Jack the highest possible recommendation. His research and teaching experience to-date prepares him well to work creatively and productively within the Treering Lab and more broadly with the exciting group of environmental scientists who are working in Tucson.









Yours sincerely,









Thompson Webb III









Professor emeritus
