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The whole of my academic career has been founded on a deep-seated belief that greater 
understanding of the way that people interact with each other and the world around them 
is a key catalyst for the overall improvement of the human condition.  Many have 
condemned the ivory tower for its seeming isolation and idealism, but I am convinced 
that academia has a pivotal role to play, especially in matters of politics and policy.  
Effective governance requires advocacy but it also has need of objectivity and creative 
problem solving.  With this in mind, I plan to undertake theory-driven, multidisciplinary 
research that tackles prescient concerns regarding the utilization of the world’s resources 
and also provides insight into individual and collective decision making processes.  My 
teaching goals are complementary, in that I would like to give my students the tools they 
need to rigorously explore the problems that interest them from multiple perspectives. 
 
Research 
 
While I understand the usefulness of a separation among disciplines, my intellectual 
curiosity has always led me toward that murky area where money and power overlap.  
Living abroad in both high school and college, I acquired a persistent interest in both 
economic development and the politics of resource distribution.  Given this focus, USC's 
Program in Political Economy and Public Policy offered a perfect setting for my graduate 
studies.  With its comprehensive curriculum that combined courses from economics, 
political science and international relations, it gave me a strong grounding in quantitative 
methods while also providing a solid foundation in theoretical precepts and qualitative 
analysis.  
 
Much of my research agenda has its roots in my doctoral work on a new model that can 
explain recent and unexpected innovations in international fisheries management.  In my 
dissertation, I coin the term "vulnerability response", which refers to the assertion that 
states are negotiating international regulations in a political response to recessions in 
their domestic fisheries.  Further, I hypothesize that national fleets have different levels 
of economic vulnerability depending on their cost-effectiveness and the opportunity costs 
of alternatives.  Because of this, some states will experience recession in the sector 
sooner than others as scarcity asserts itself and competition begins forcing fishers out of 
the market.  In most cases, these economic losses will be transformed into political 
pressure on policy makers to protect their domestic interests via solidification of access 
rights and exclusivity.  Under the right conditions, this vulnerability response behavior 
can be expected to precipitate management innovations and stock rebuilding as more 
vulnerable states negotiate with less vulnerable states, making concessions and side 
payments to achieve cooperation on effective regulation.  
 
The tendency toward what I call vulnerability response may be a precarious way to 
manage international resources, but it does provide opportunities for learning and 
institutional innovations that could eventually lead to a more preventative system.  The 
final chapter of my dissertation highlights both the positive and negative potential 



inherent in a vulnerability response approach to management of renewable resources.  On 
the one hand, it is not the most efficient way to utilize international fisheries and could 
eventually permit the collapse or even extinction of certain fishes.  On the other hand, 
each new crisis is an opportunity for domestic interests to feel the pinch of 
mismanagement and for them to learn from the experience, be they conservationists or 
commercial fishermen.  In addition, as states are pressed to find effective management 
measures for more valuable stocks, they also create institutions that can lower the bar for 
future interventions.  In short, it is possible that international fisheries management could 
evolve toward sustainability, as long as states are able to respond to depletion before 
stocks collapse. 
 
Admittedly, there is already a wide literature on sudden crisis and the human response to 
it, but very little has been written regarding our ability to respond to the types of 
catastrophes that creep up gradually and with our knowledge.  Our theories tell us that 
individuals and policymaking bodies will postpone costly preventive measures as long as 
the perceived risk is less than the expected benefit.  This is useful knowledge, but what 
does it tell us about the period of transition itself?  As the availability of a resource 
declines, the incentives of interest groups change, institutions are built and tested, and 
policy makers are forced to make more difficult decisions.  It seems to me that, as we 
enter this century in which so many past predictions of environmental collapse could 
possibly come true, understanding of both the timing and effectiveness of our eventual 
response may be critical to minimizing losses and facilitating positive change.  Therefore, 
I intend to continue this line of research as my career advances. 
 
Having completed my Ph.D., I am currently engaged in postdoctoral research designed to 
flesh out the vulnerability response theory, transforming my doctoral work into several 
published papers and a book manuscript that has been accepted for peer review at both 
Ashgate and MIT Press.  Like my dissertation, this work focuses mainly on Atlantic 
management, but I would also like to compare the outcomes there with those of other 
regional fisheries organizations to investigate the institutional aspects of vulnerability 
response.  Already, many of the monitoring and enforcement measures developed by the 
Atlantic commission are being endorsed elsewhere.  Several of the largest fishing states 
are active in multiple regional organizations and it will be very interesting to see whether 
or not they are able to carry the lessons learned in the heavily depleted Atlantic to their 
management of less exhausted oceans.  These cases will also help to answer the question 
of whether lower costs of management, in terms of creation of new international norms, 
actually improve regulation, or if the motivating force of deepening crisis is a necessary 
factor.  
 
Along with these additional case studies, I plan to begin creating a more generalized 
model of vulnerability response in international fisheries. As part of this project, I have 
submitted a proposal with several collegues for an NSF Coupled Human and Natural 
Systems Grant in order to develop computer-based simulations that will further explore 
the wider implications of the state-level model. With Rob Lempert of the RAND 
Graduate School and Dale Kiefer from USC, among others, the plan is to create a 



modular program that will allow us to explore the feedbacks between changes in 
bioeconomic systems and international management.  
 
Recently, I was also invited to collaborate with Peter Jacques, of the University of 
Central Florida, and Gail Osherenko, of the University of California, Santa Barabara, on 
a proposal for the NSF Human and Social Dynamics competition. The purpose of the 
project is to develop measurements of the “fitness” of international institutions, or their 
ability to remain effective in spite of external shocks. We will then use those measures to 
create a computer generated institutional fitness landscape that will enable us to explore 
the ways in which (social) evolutionary pressures expand or inhibit institutional capacity 
to handle ecological changes.  Specifically, we intend to look at the fitness of 
international fisheries regimes relative to shocks precipitated to global climate variability 
and change.  This work should compliment my collaboration with CLimate Impacts on 
Oceanic TOp Predators (CLIOTOP), which is a large, multidisciplinary project that aims 
to generate ecosystem wide models for fishes such as tunas, swordfish and marlins under 
the Global Ocean Ecosystem Dynamics (GLOBEC) umbrella.  
 
As my insight into the dynamic impact of vulnerability response in international fisheries 
solidifies, I will begin looking at other applicable environmental problems.  From clean-
air to rain forests, there are many resources that are likely to reach pivotal points in the 
21st century.  Of course, costs will be experienced differently by diverse sectors of 
society, and will have to be defined according to the panoply of interest groups in each 
issue area.  For example, in the case of Atlantic marlins, there is significant evidence to 
show that US policy makers have recently begun responding more to the needs of the 
recreational fishing community than they are to the complaints of commercial fishers.  
This changed the US positions on marlins has in turn affected international response to 
biological decline of those species.  While factors such as interest groups and institutions 
must be accounted for, my focus will remain on the effect that endogenous declines in the 
availability of a resource or amenity can have on political economic systems. 
 
Although I do not want to limit myself at this early stage, there are two areas that I find 
especially interesting.  First, it would be useful to look at vulnerability response in a 
purely domestic setting.  As a resident of Southern California, I am intrigued by the 
political economy of fresh water use in arid states.  Like fisheries, increasing demand for 
fresh water is driven by population growth and, in the absence of some substitute, usage 
will eventually have to be curbed.  The details of that transition could have profound 
effects on the United States and the rest of the world.  If policymakers and interest groups 
are able to limit development and gradually adapt to lower water levels, then political and 
economic disruption could be minimized.  Otherwise, if subsidies and other market 
imperfections precipitate a more sudden and drastic water crises, then the reverberations 
could have long ranging negative effects. 
 
Similarly, the transition from oil to alternate sources of energy deserves consideration 
because of the pivotal role it plays in the global economy and, ultimately, the global 
polity.  Analytically, the movement away from fossil fuels is important because, in the 
United States and many other countries, the timing and machinations of the transition 



have been left mainly in the invisible hands of the market.  Here is a chance to look at 
vulnerability response where property rights are well-established, rather than open access.  
Under such a system, it is possible that crisis might even be prevented.  On the other 
hand, if private interests are divergent from public interests, the world could soon be 
facing another energy crisis.  It would be nice to know which scenario is more likely, and 
what actions might encourage the least costly outcome. 
 
One of the most important lessons that my research has taught me is not to underestimate 
the potential of human ingenuity.  As many an entrepreneur has shown, change is 
inevitable, but it is also malleable.  Even though it is important to understand the 
direction in which current behaviors, rules and norms are taking us, is also crucial to 
investigate the endogenous changes that occur as we approach a crisis point.  Technical 
innovations, changes in incentive structures and institutional shifts can postpone, dampen 
or prevent crises that had once been thought inevitable.  At the same time, increasing 
demand, conflict over access, and institutional rigidity can stymie attempts to mitigate 
crisis situations.  Social scientists can impact these events by objectively analyzing the 
current situation and presenting a full spectrum of possible outcomes to stakeholders and 
decision makers. 
 
Lastly under research, one of my broadest goals is to foster new ways of thinking about 
context and complexity. While aggregated, generalizable analysis has been ascendant in 
both economics and political science for several decades, resultant theoretical 
advancements are often contradicted by empirical reality. In my opinion, this is due to 
mathematical and methodological limitations that rob this research of the contextual 
nuance found in qualitative studies. On the other hand, the internal consistence inherent 
in formal modeling and statistical analysis is highly desirable from a scientific standpoint.  
We need new tools that will allow us to incorporate the complexities of temporal and 
special context into rigorous frameworks in a dynamic theory building process.  In order 
to engage in the development of these tools, I attended the Empirical Implications of 
Theoretical Models (EITM) Summer Institute at the University of Michigan in 2006 and I 
intend to continue this work by bringing computational techniques into my research. 
 
Teaching 
 
Although I do have great faith in the usefulness of information and education, my 
experiences have shown me that communication between academia and active 
participants in the policymaking process is often imperfect.  This isn't to say that all of 
the world's problems would go away if only they would listen to us.  Neoclassical 
economics aside, I'm pretty sure that even a world of perfect information would have its 
imperfections.  However, the apparent distance between theorists and practitioners does 
often impede the work of both.  I've met policymakers who have taken years to learn 
from experience what graduate students are taught in a single semester.  On the other 
hand, no matter how many degrees they attain, those same students will be limited in 
their understanding of the issues until they are able to take a firsthand look at the realities 
of decision-making, advocacy and negotiation.   
 



Another reality of environmental studies that is often left out of either economic or 
political science courses is the need to understand both the import and importance of 
scientific advice to policy makers.  I often joke about the amount of marine biology I 
have had to acquire in the course of my research on international fisheries management, 
but the incorporation of biophysical knowledge into the social sciences of the 
environment is a serious issue.  In fact, this is the plague of all multi or interdisciplinary 
education – how do we balance the inherent need for a wide range of knowledge with the 
limitations on individual expertise that originally gave rise to subject disciplines?  To my 
mind, the keys to this conundrum can be found in solid foundation courses that are 
designed to highlight the theoretical similarities and linguistic differences among 
disciplines.  Introductory courses too often propel students into an abstract world of 
strange models and new terminologies without providing perspectives on how these ideas 
relate to the broader academic endeavor. 
 
Similarly, while I have deep respect for the theories of political science and economics, I 
think that these ideas should be taught in relation to real-world events.  Context, both 
historical and modern, it is often the key to engaging the interest and understanding of 
students.  One of the most important assets I can bring to the classroom is my own 
experience observing domestic and international policy processes and engaging in 
discussions with multiple stakeholders.  From Africa to Eastern Europe and even within 
the USA, I have traveled the world and studied many different kinds of political 
economic systems.  In the environmental arena, I have seen politicking first hand, and it 
has certainly given life to my understanding of the politics of resource management.    
My classes would be designed to impart the lessons that I learned from these experiences 
and pass on that spark of interest that comes from engagement with the policy process.   
 
For example, one of the most interesting responsibilities I had as a teaching assistant at 
USC was an economic growth project that I designed and taught for a class on global 
economics.  Each student was assigned two countries and taken step-by-step through a 
research process that led them from basic growth models through more advanced 
economic, political and social indicators of development potential.  They were then asked 
to analyze the results in a short two-page summary.  This project reinforced important 
concepts related to economic development with real-world examples, and it also 
introduced my students to database resources and computing tools they could use outside 
the classroom.  The cases that were compiled became the starting point for the book that I 
wrote with Nake Kamrany on prospects for economic growth.  Dr. Kamrany still uses 
that book when teaching his classes on global economics and international law. 
 
Intellectually, I’m most interested in teaching courses on the political economy of policy 
making.  While my background is sloped somewhat towards economics, I’ve seen 
enough of the real world to know that collective decision making, either with or with out 
government institutions, is more than just the sum of its individual parts.  As a discipline, 
economics is extremely important, especially when looking at environmental and natural 
resource issues, where externalities are so often the cause of political intervention.  In 
fact, it would be difficult to teach a class on environmental politics without references to 
economic principles.  However, there is much more to it than that.  Political science has 



developed as a field apart from economics because political systems are different from 
markets and require distinct theories to explain their behavior.  This is why, especially 
where the creation of environmental policy is concerned, students need to be well versed 
in political as well as economic theory. 
 
As a guest lecturer, teaching assistant, and student, I have found that good teaching 
challenges people and grabs their interest without neglecting the theoretical discipline 
and methodological language they need to produce convincing conclusions.  This is 
particularly difficult in a multidisciplinary setting because each branch of academia has 
its own set of literature, tools and definitions.  My own experience has driven home to me 
the reality of those difficulties but it has also shown me how useful and important 
multiple perspectives can be to the understanding of complicated yet critical issues.  
Therefore, while I am both willing and able to teach courses in either politics or 
economics, my background also gives me special insight into teaching students to use 
these disciplines together.  As a professor, it will be important for me to ensure that my 
students are able to choose the most appropriate theoretical and methodological tools for 
the evaluation of whatever environmental or natural resource issues confront them. 
 
This last thought brings me full circle.  In both my research and teaching goals, I am 
committed to furthering a political economy approach to solving the problems that 
surround environmental and resource issues.  As such, I am most interested in 
understanding the vagaries of policy-making processes and providing students with 
interdisciplinary perspectives on the interactions between political and economic 
decision-making.  In this I hope to impact the world for the better by fostering 
objectivity, comprehensiveness, and academic rigor in my own work and that of my 
students. 


