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Foreword: Interdisciplinary
Collaborations for Informed Decisions

When the unexpected occurs, decision makers scramble to understand the immediate
threat and to respond as best they can. The many disciplines, subgroups, and commu-
nities of the science world may feel that their contribution is not fully appreciated or
valued. There is often much lip service to the value of interdisciplinary collaboration,
but actual practice lags.

This book is strong evidence for making investments before the crisis, for favor-
ing interdisciplinary collaborations, and for building long-term partnerships across
sectors. In January 2008, a group of nine researchers from a diverse range of disci-
plines pulled together a proposal to build a network of collaboration on the theme
of infectious disease spread. This group included specialists in human and animal
health, medical geography, and various modeling disciplines (mathematics, statistics,
computer science, geomatics). Like many experienced research groups, they sought
support from various sources, and were successful with two Networks of Centres of
Excellence: MITACS and GEOIDE. As Scientific Director of GEOIDE at that time,
I took this proposal alongside the 19 others submitted (pruned down in a preliminary
round from 44 expressions of interest).

Decisions are always easy in retrospect, when the results are known. It is hard to
know if a collection of disparate researchers can pull together to collaborate on a full-
scale project. At that point, 9 years of experience at the GEOIDE Network had given
us a sense of how collaborations actually operate. This proposal was selected, through
a pilot phase to become one of eight principal projects in Phase IV, the final funding
period, of the GEOIDE Network. The GEOIDE Board of Directors had adopted a
higher risk strategy of providing larger grants to fewer teams. Consequently, a pilot
phase was put in place to provide a bit of assurance that the risk was worthwhile. This
book provides the proof that the funding decision was prudent. Canada and the World
have benefitted from the research efforts of the original team of nine, augmented over
the years through other funding sources.

Their proposal talked about a prudent scientific strategy starting with vector disease
spread for West Nile virus, Lyme disease, and avian influenza, leading up to pandemic

ix



X FOREWORD

influenza. In 2008, this last item was a potential threat with an unknown time horizon.
The others had tangible outbreaks, of varying size and mechanisms. They were
therefore the first targets. As I flew around the world in 2009, public health authorities
were nervously meeting airplanes with thermal cameras to attempt to react to the rapid
spread of HIN1. Canada ramped up massive vaccinations projects in some provinces,
and authorities around the world focused on the emerging threat. The project team
showed great flexibility in responding, joining up with other teams around the world
to understand the process and to provide guidance for decisions. Already the value
of interdisciplinary collaboration was evident, and Canada played a key role in
responding to the international developments. Some of these chapters show how the
team responded to the changing circumstances for each of their respective disease
contexts.

Interdisciplinary work is hard, since the rules of academic research vary across the
disciplines. But the work of understanding disease spread is not the sole proprietary
of any one group. Innovative approaches require fresh ways of looking as well as
time to understand the contribution of others. This book brings together a variety
of techniques, each developed from many years’ effort in one of the contributing
disciplines. These approaches were put to a realistic test, through connection to
partners in public health agencies and front-line hospital and clinic settings. The result
will enrich each participant, and provide a basis for informed decisions. That was the
mission of GEOIDE, and this book provides additional proof that our investments
are yielding benefits beyond the lifetime of the Network.

NiCcHOLAS CHRISMAN

RMIT University, Melbourne, Australia
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