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Dear Mr. Arnolie and Mr. Cooley:

The National Science Foundation’s (NSF) Advisory Committee on Business and Operations met November 18-19, 2004 to consider ongoing issues at NSF, with special emphasis on E-Government.
The committee offers the following thoughts and perspectives on the items discussed at the meeting.

CIO Update

Dr. George Strawn, NSF’s Chief Information Officer (CIO), discussed the current state of NSF’s information technology (IT) and the external factors impacting general IT projects and IT security. He noted that NSF’s efforts in IT Security recently received an “A” rating in a government-wide review by the Congress. The committee was also pleased to learn of the redesign of the new NSF external website, which will include an increased focus on presenting results from NSF-supported activities to the general public. 

OIRM Update

Mr. Anthony Arnolie, OIRM Director and NSF Chief Human Capital Officer (CHO), reviewed ongoing and new initiatives within the Office of Information and Resource Management (OIRM). The committee was particularly interested in the recent negotiation of a telework agreement at NSF that became effective September 1st. The committee discussed in brief potential impacts for employees and the agency. It was noted that to date, approximately 180 employees have agreements on file. The committee was also interested in the recruitment efforts of the NSF Academy Dean and looks forward to potentially meeting the new Dean at the Spring 2005 meeting.

BFA Update

The committee also appreciated the update on the Office of Budget, Finance, and Award Management (BFA) provided by Mr. Tom Cooley, the NSF Chief Financial Officer (CFO) and BFA Director.  The committee found it especially valuable to receive the additional information on the recent decision to eliminate most cost sharing on NSF awards. In the ensuing discussion, the committee raised a number of issues for NSF to consider as this new policy is implemented.

· A continuing emphasis on communication with the grantee community is vital, given the potential for unintended consequences. This is especially important for addressing areas where NSF cost sharing requirements had played a role in securing matching funds from state governments and other sources.


· NSF should also work to address the uncertainty surrounding programs with cost sharing requirements set in statute – such as the EPSCoR program (the Experimental Program to Stimulate Competitive Research).


· There are also opportunities to clarify the appropriate roles and responsibilities of funding agencies and grantees, in keeping with the ongoing work by the National Science and Technology Council’s Subcommittee on Research Business Models.  Toward this end, Mr. Cooley noted that when NSF’s Major Research Instrumented (MRI) program eliminated cost-sharing in its most recent competition, it established new requirements for institutions to develop plans for supporting the ongoing operations and maintenance costs of the projects supported by NSF.

The discussion also underscored that this change should help to “level the playing field” – notably by enabling smaller institutions to participate in activities where cost sharing requirements had previously been a significant obstacle.

Large Facility Projects

The presentation by Dr. Mark Coles, the BFA Deputy Director for Large Facility Projects (LFPs), highlighted the progress that NSF has made over the past several years in managing LFPs.  Dr. Coles outlined the framework NSF is developing in response to the recent report from the National Academies, Setting Priorities for Large Research Facility Projects supported by the National Science Foundation (a.k.a. the Brinkman report).  In particular, the report recommends making greater resources available for pre-award planning of a project’s workscope and implementing rigorous post-award oversight through periodic external review. The joint response to the report from NSF and the National Science Board embraces these recommendations.
To advance these efforts, NSF asked the committee to consider establishing a Facilities Subcommittee, whose role would be to “examine the business practices the NSF applies to planning and executing major research facility projects….”  Dr. Coles presented a draft charter for the subcommittee and a list of potential members.  The committee agreed to establish the subcommittee, with Dr. Tom Kirk of the committee agreeing to serve as chair.
The NSF Business Analysis

The committee appreciates that NSF management has asked it to review the NSF Business Analysis on a regular basis. The project is now into its third year and entering the implementation stage. Given this important stage in the project’s life cycle, the committee strongly suggests that NSF provide additional context and guidance on what type of feedback from the committee would be most valuable to the Foundation.

· One approach is for the committee to continue providing high-level, strategic oversight of the project.  This entails reviewing the general project framework, focusing on whether the overall approach is credible and appropriate, rather than on the specific findings and recommendations.


· Conversely, another approach is for the committee to provide specific feedback on the findings and recommendations.  For this type of approach to be effective, the committee would need more detailed information, specifically on how the findings were developed, what issues were identified, and what alternatives were considered.

Regardless of the approach that NSF believes is most appropriate for future meetings, the type of feedback being sought should be made clear at the outset of the presentation. The committee also believes it would be valuable for NSF staff to take a more active role in these presentations.

E-Government at NSF

The committee welcomed the presentation by Ms. Andrea Norris of OIRM and Ms. Mary Santonastasso of BFA regarding the progress of E-Government initiatives at NSF. In particular, the committee appreciated their thorough review and knowledge of NSF’s current E-Government activities, particularly in the area of grants management.  

This set the context for the ensuing discussion with Ms. Karen Evans, Administrator of the Office of Electronic Government in the Office of Management and Budget (OMB).  The committee appreciates the time she spent discussing the expansion of E-Government and presenting the Administration’s priorities in this area.  

Several important issues were raised during the discussion:

· The committee was encouraged that OMB would welcome continued leadership from NSF on eGov activities, specifically in Grants.gov and the Grants Management Line of Business.

· Ms. Evans also described the Administration’s emphasis on agencies becoming more outcome-oriented by using efficiency measures and performance measures when assessing IT investments.  This necessitates a close linkage between program design and IT investments. The committee is concerned, however, that OMB is focused too heavily on cost and efficiency measures and therefore could undervalue the importance of overall quality and productivity.

· Lastly, the issue of portfolio management was discussed. Ms. Evans mentioned that it is up to the agencies to focus on planning to assure that cost, schedule, and technical performance goals are achieved. OMB uses “Earned Value Management” as a tool to determine the ability of agencies to execute their plans. IT portfolio management is also being pursued as a way to improve overall management of IT investments.  
Overall, the committee found the discussion on E-Government to be positive, and it is looking forward to further updates, particularly in the area of grants management. If a consistent set of requirements for grants management is formulated, the outcome should be very positive for NSF and its customers.

Meeting with Dr. Bement and Dr. Bordogna

The committee enjoyed the opportunity to meet with NSF Director Dr. Arden Bement for the first time and was especially honored that NSF Deputy Director Dr. Joe Bordogna was able to participate as well.  The committee wishes to express its sincere thanks to both of them for taking the time to meet with the committee.  In particular, the committee is encouraged that despite the challenging budget environment NSF will continue to focus on the frontiers – both in the research and education projects it supports and in its commitment to organizational excellence.

In closing, we hope these observations help to inform and guide the Foundation as it addresses the range of issues discussed at the meeting.  We would like to thank the staff that helped make this meeting a successful one. We look forward to reviewing anticipated progress on the various issues discussed at this meeting and to discussing other mission-critical issues at our next meeting.

On behalf of the committee,

Dr. Norine Noonan



Dr. Peter D. Blair

Co-Chair
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