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On August 18-20, 2004, a Committee of Visitors (COV) met at NSF to review the Instrumentation and Facilities (IF) Program in the Division of Earth Sciences (EAR).  The review covered IF proposal and award actions for the Fiscal Years of 2001, 2002, and 2003 as well as more recent activities that reflect on the activities and development of the IF Program.  We are very pleased with the overall results of the COV as outlined in the Executive Summary of their report:

“We were very impressed that the POs represent a hard-working, hands-on, fair, and efficient team dedicated to funding and managing a large and diverse set of instrumentation and facilities projects for quality research and education in the Earth Sciences. The COV was pleased that the POs consider both Intellectual Merit and Broader Impacts of their awards, and that they work to increase the diversity of the population they serve.  IF is performing a critical and important function congruent with national priorities and agency mission.”
While overall very positive and complimentary of NSF’s management of the IF program, the COV report contains some specific recommendations on IF Program areas that the COV believes could be improved:

1. Disciplinary representation on panels may be improved so as to be congruent with the distribution of proposals across disciplines. 

This is a good suggestion and we agree.  During FY 2004, the standing IF review panel was significantly broadened to include hydrology and low-temperature geochemistry/geobiology.  This decision was based on increased proposal pressure from these two thematic areas.  The IF Program is also considering adding one or two additional panelists each round to assist with proposals that may be outside of the expertise of the standing IF panel (currently 8 members), though the panel composition now is considered to be quite broad.  For more complex proposals (e.g., large multi-user facilities – UNAVCO, COMPRES, GSECARS), the IF Program seeks additional community input from a “special emphasis panel” in conjunction with the standing IF panel.  This procedure has been followed in the past with the IRIS proposal review and as recommended by the COV on page 3.  
2. Reviewers, panels, and occasionally the POs can continue to improve the treatment of the two review criteria (Intellectual Merit and Broader Impacts).  …One possible approach might be to include examples of how to treat BI within the text of the request letter sent out by POs requesting reviews.  

We understand that reviewers across all science and engineering disciplines supported by NSF sometimes struggle with the BI review criteria, particularly with the types of proposals that EAR/IF solicits.  The program hesitates to try to further define BI criteria in the reviewer request letter and instead refers the reviewer to the official definitions and examples on the NSF Fastlane web site.  One problem is that the NSF website information is becoming outdated and we will recommend to the appropriate office that updates and examples be included.  The IF Program and its standing review panel now spend a significant amount of time during the discussion of each proposal focusing on the evaluation of both merit review criteria.  While not routinely done in the earlier time period of this COV review, panelists and mail reviewers are now asked to include an assessment of both criteria in their panel summaries and reviews.  Reviewers are becoming more familiar with the NSF definition of BI as is evidenced by improved reviews.

3. Site visits, often used for large facilities, are deemed particularly important for evaluation of large expenditures of facility funding and should be documented in site visit reports. 

This is an excellent suggestion by the COV.  The IF Program will formalize both panel and Program Officer site visit reports and include these in the appropriate jackets.  

4. Because it is difficult for a COV to assess the appropriateness of award balance among facilities and smaller awards given the short assessment period, other mechanisms to allow longer-term analysis of this balance should be considered. 

This is a good suggestion and we agree.  The COV is aware that the proportion of funds devoted to facilities support, which is now of the order of 17% of the EAR budget, is necessarily an EAR-wide consideration.  Despite growth in the facilities part of the IF budget, IF has maintained a high success rate (50-60%) for the non-facilities part of the program, as noted on page 15 of the COV report.  However, we agree that EAR needs to continue to evaluate and monitor the proper balance based on both internal budgetary considerations and input of the scientific community.  Thus, we will continue to seek input from AC/GEO, NAS committees, and other community organizations as appropriate.
5. Especially where disciplinary communities are not receiving award support for large facilities, POs should continue to promote mechanisms to educate these communities about such opportunities…

The Division of Earth Sciences and the IF Program are very much attuned to the need to ensure adequate new instrumentation and facilities in support of earth science research.  While not all disciplinary communities need (or want) large facilities, new and emerging developments in earth science have ample opportunity to compete for funding within EAR and across NSF programs  (in particular, the MRI competition).  In FY 2003 (and FY 2004 which the COV did not examine), two new communities are now being served by multi-user facilities (NCALM for airborne laser terrain mapping for the geomorphology/active tectonics communities; AAGL for amino acid geochronology for the paleontology/stratigraphy communities).  The IF Program worked with these communities, both during the community-planning phase and during the formal proposal development phase, as recommended by the COV report on page 16.  

Some communities within the Earth Sciences have long traditions of organizing to secure their infrastructure needs. Cleary, the seismology community interested in deep earth structure required extensive support to establish a globally distributed seismic network.  Their needs have largely been met through the funding of a centralized consortium designed to manage the acquisition deployment and operation of a global system of seismometers.  In contrast, the geochemical community still largely relies on individual laboratory equipment for the bulk of their analytical needs.  However, when communities have articulated a desire to explore organization concepts with a goal towards providing centrally-managed analytical facilities for their respective communities, EAR has been willing to support workshops (e.g., the EarthTime initiative) and planning meetings and to entertain facility proposals that have developed through grass roots channels.  The IF Program disseminates information regarding program opportunities through its many points of contact with the community (e.g., national and international meetings, panel exposure, site visits, presentations in departments, personal communication) and given the growth of new facilities in EAR, we believe this mechanism works well, but agree that we can strive to better advertise program opportunities to all earth sciences communities.  EAR has historically supported and encouraged Program Officer travel to institutions nationwide to discuss opportunities with faculty, staff and students.  
6. (POs) … should consider funding support for technical personnel to help multi-user facilities grow. 

As the COV is aware, the IF Program maintains a technician support funding mechanism and funding for that category has been relatively stable and significant ($1-2M/yr).  The program has also recently opened up the opportunity for early-career investigators to seek technical support combined with requests for initial acquisition of laboratory instrumentation and we therefore expect to see future growth in the number of supported technicians at newly supported labs. 
7. Current and future budget pressures should be exerted across the board, so that budgetary changes do not disproportionately affect one type of awardee more than another: this is particularly important inasmuch as different communities are largely served by the large and small awards. 

We agree that budgetary pressures (both up and down) should be reflected in all four categories of IF Program awards, consistent with the broader EAR goals and priorities, as recommended on page 19 of the COV report.

8. Money leveraged from outside of IF (e.g. from the Major Research Instrumentation program) has allowed maintenance of high success rates, but has left EAR/IF vulnerable should outside funding decrease in the future.  

We agree with this concern.  However, we have no control over funds appropriated for special infrastructure activities such as the MRI Program. We do agree with the COV that, should this important cross-Foundation program be discontinued, the IF Program would fund fewer instrumentation proposals. 

9. The COV process forces a small committee up a steep learning curve in a short time and mechanisms to achieve more effective reviews might be considered.

We agree with this assessment, and greatly value the detailed suggestions from the COV on page 25 of the report as to how to improve this process.  In particular, having some “corporate memory” on the next COV is an excellent idea that we will try to implement for the next cycle.   
10. Furthermore, to keep facilities vibrant and growing, we reiterate the recommendation of the previous COV that IF should encourage bold evolution of the scope and capabilities of those multi-user facilities that request continued funding.

We agree that IF-supported facilities should be kept vibrant.  Growth should be supported where it is warranted.  Growth and bold evolution of scope and capabilities is naturally dependent on the ability and vision of PIs who propose to the IF program.  The best way to encourage these traits is to support the best proposals and workshops.

We again would like to thank Professor Brantley and the members of the COV for their time and efforts in making these excellent recommendations that will improve the Instrumentation and Facilities Program of EAR.
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