Update to the 2003 Committee of Visitors Report

NSF Division of Ocean Sciences (OCE).

October 2005

The COV made 9 recommendations:

1. Recommendation: a re-examination by NSF, and the home institutions of IPAs, of the financial and career incentives they provide to facilitate the recruitment of the highest quality individuals into IPA positions;

Response: IPAs are an important part of OCE, and we agree that we need to recruit high quality individuals into these positions. Depending upon their professional and personal situation, current NSF policies can discourage some researchers from becoming IPAs.  For example, per diem allowances do not fully cover the additional housing and other living expenses in the D.C. area for those whose personal situations require that they also maintain a residence near their home institutions. OCE supports changes to some of the IPA policies that discourage participation, although such changes are made at the Agency level.

OCE recognizes that most IPAs return to their home institutions following their time at NSF and will continue their own research programs. Thus, it is important that IPAs stay engaged with their home institutions and with their research colleagues. OCE encourages full use of the Individual Research and Development (I/RD) program that NSF makes available to IPAs, which allows IPAs to participate in research at their home institutions and elsewhere. OCE also encourages IPAs to attend professional meetings and work​shops as part of their NSF duties.  These opportunities help IPAs stay in contact with their home institutions, continue to engage in research and stay abreast of developments in their field.

2004 Actions :  OCE has recruited three new IPAs since the COV and others have been identified to arrive when terms of current IPAs expire. Since few universities acknowledge time spent as an IPA in personnel records, a formal letter is now being sent to the IPA and his or her university administration acknowledging time and services provided while at NSF. OCE is continuing to identify suggested changes to IPA policies and raise them with Foundation Management. However, implementing changes remains the authority of the NSF.

2005 Actions No significant changes to NSF IPA policies have occurred in the last year that would address concerns raised by the COV. One new IPA joined the Division and 2 recruitments are underway to replace existing staff. IPAs continue to be highly valued members of the OCE staff. The efforts of one of our IPAs was recognized with a Director’s award for Program Management Excellence during the last year.

Actions remaining to be taken: none identified; an ongoing issue, with most aspects  beyond capability of OCE to respond.

2.  Recommendation: a re-evaluation by the Division of the mix of expertise required on the support staff, as well as staff training needs, in light of the move toward electronic proposal processing;

Response: OCE encourages training in preparation for electronic proposal processing.  In light of the move toward e-jacket, we are also taking steps to increase the number of Science Assistants in the Division.

2004 Actions:: Since the COV, OCE has recruited and filled three new Science Assistant positions to work with research programs. Additionally, we have added a Division level position to oversee all of OCE’s IT and communications needs and to be the OCE liaison with NSF-wide IT and electronic proposal processing activities. We are also continuing to stress training in electronic proposal processing and other customer service matters.

2005 Actions: During the last year we have conducted experiments to ensure proper administrative and supervisory structure for Program officers and support staff in light of evolving e-jacket requirements. Optimal structure now in place and seems to be working well. GEO directorate has developed uniform response/procedures for support staff training and development, including individual development plans, enhanced communication mechanisms, and more effective evaluation mechanisms. 

Actions remaining to be taken:  Implementation of GEO procedures and processes for training and evaluation of support and administrative staff.

3.  Recommendation: clarifying for investigators and reviewers the variety of ways Review Criterion 2 can be met;

Response: NSF prepared a 5-page document on this topic, which we have now prominently linked to the OCE section (under “Important Announcements”) of the GEO web page.  We also highlighted this and other information in a recent e-letter to our mailing list and will again highlight changes to the broader impacts criteria for NSF proposals in our Fall 2003 newsletter. Beginning with the 2003 panels, we began compiling statistics on how OCE proposals are responding to the broader impacts criteria and will present these results in a future newsletter and in other venues.

2004 actions: several actions and ongoing activities are described in the formal COV response above. As investigators and reviewers become more comfortable with Review Criterion 2, the variety of acceptable ways to address it has increased.

2005 actions: We employed intern to analyze data and statistics on broader impacts identified in OCE proposals. Data show that an average of 6 broader impacts were included in each proposal. The most prevalent broader impacts identified for all disciplines were graduate and undergraduate education.  The broader impact content of awards and declines show no strong differences, suggesting that this is not having an overriding influence on the decision to fund or decline a proposal. We have also developed recommendations on procedures to capture broader impact information via final reports.

Actions remaining to be taken:  Data will be incorporated into report to be made available to community to provide examples of types of activities of benefit to OCE investigators.

4.  Recommendation: encouraging OCE program managers to increase the utilization of SGER grants for funding small, high-risk, or rapid response, proposals and publicizing this opportunity to investigators;

Response: We included a section on SGER opportunities in the Fall 2003 newsletter.  The Division Director will continue discussing this issue with Program staff and is considering some sort of incentive system (e.g. matching funds) to increase participation in FY04.

2004 actions: the Division Director and Section Heads continue to encourage the use of SGER proposals. Numbers have increased: in 2003 OCE awarded 23 SGER projects from 28 proposals; in 2004 OCE awarded 27 SGER projects from 31 proposals. We were unable to implement the suggested “matching funds” process because of FY ’04 budget limitations, but will re-evaluate this possibility with the FY 05 budget.

2005 actions: “Matching Funds” concept is still under consideration due to budget restrictions within OCE. Division awarded 26 SGER projects during year, with 6 of these focusing on rapid response research following the Gulf hurricanes.

Actions remaining to be taken: SGER proposals will continue to be encouraged. 

5.  Recommendation: providing sufficient travel funds for program managers to attend meetings, workshops, and institutions to meet with investigators, especially young investigators;

Response: Funds available for civil servant travel are determined for the Division by NSF management based on the number of employees, with overall funding levels for the agency set by Congress. OCE management tries to fairly distribute these funds among the programs, and also encourages IPA travel (which is supported from a different account).  When visiting institutions, our Program Managers (as well as Section Heads and the Division Director) generally make a point to meet with young faculty/researchers and with students, and the Division management will continue to encourage such visits.

2004 and 2005 Actions: the FY’04 and FY ’05 NSF appropriations included increased funds for staff travel and there was a commensurate increase in the number of site visits and meetings attended.

Actions remaining to be taken: nothing specific; we continue to try to increase travel funds for Program staff within budget limitations.

6.   Recommendation: continue to encourage and facilitate participation of under-represented groups in ocean research programs;

Response: The Division Director will continue to encourage OCE Program Managers to support proposals submitted by under-represented groups when they are meritorious.   We will also work with Dr. Jacqueline Huntoon, recently hired by the Directorate for Geosciences as Staff Associate for Diversity and Education, to continue our Division efforts to improve participation by under-represented groups in our research programs by increasing the pool of future applicants from under-represented groups.

2004 and 2005 actions: in addition to undertaking measures discussed in the COV response above, OCE research programs actively interact with the Ocean Education Program to enhance and increase diversity in the applicant pool. As a result of proactive work by program officers, there have been an increased number of REU supplement proposals involving students from under-represented groups. Two OCE REU sites initiated in last year  specifically focus on recruiting underrepresented minorities. Three of five new CAREER awardees include significant outreach to underrepresented groups in their plans. Hampton University ASLO minority attendance program continues to attract a significant number of applicants for attendance at next meeting. Additionally, post-panel special attention is now being given to proposals from members of under-represented groups in order to provide more specific feedback and advice or possibly consideration of a modified proposal.

Actions remaining to be taken: nothing specific; ongoing NSF strategic goal.  

7.  Recommendation: securing a significant increase in funding for ocean drilling and ocean observatory-related research in order to fully realize the potential of the major infrastructure investments the Division will be making in these areas over the next few years;

Response: Funding for both is a high priority for growth in the Division.  Ocean drilling starts from a considerable funding base of support associated with ODP, but additional funds are required to meet U.S. commitments to the IODP, which by FY07 will exceed $75M/year for operations and science.  The OCE Division Director is working with the Assistant Director for Geosciences to identify new funds in FY06 and FY07 to meet NSF commitments to this important project.   Ocean Observatories potentially requires as much, or more, funding as for ocean drilling, and starts from a base of near $0 in FY02.  A (if not THE) major challenge for OCE for the next 5+ years is to identify funds for operating the observatories and for supporting scientific research that utilizes observatory infrastructure.  In FY03, OCE began setting aside funds (to match those provided by OCE programs) to support certain types of proposals adjudged to meet key criteria for interdisciplinary observatory science.   We have also supported development projects (e.g. MARS and NEPTUNE) necessary to prepare for the science-driven initiatives.  We have thus started the process of identifying funds for both drilling and observatories but obviously have a long way to go.

2004 and 2005 Actions: Planning activities for both the IODP and OOI are ongoing and exhaustive. Incremental operational and science funds for IODP were included  in FY ’05 Budget, the Budget Request for FY’06, and in planning for FY ’07.Reduced  MREFC funds appropriated in 2005 for SODV with project now planned for completion in late 2007.  Initial funding for OOI has been identified for FY’07. OTIC has been working not only within OCE but also with the broader community to ensure that the investment strategy for the OOI reflects the research needs of the ocean science community. Broad solicitation of scientific interests and projects has been completed and reviewed. Results to provide guide for final design of instrument and operational requirements. Workshops and planning meetings continue,  facilitated through  close interaction between the ORION Project Office and the Executive Steering Committee. The investment strategy developed is being incorporated within the evolving integrated Science Plan for the OOI. Actual starts and project phasing will depend on NSF appropriations. 

Actions remaining to be taken: Implement vessel conversion in SODV during FY ’06 and ’07, and  develop Management and Project Execution Plans for OOI in anticipation of FY ’07 start.  

8. Recommendation: placing a greater emphasis on compiling and publicizing major scientific achievements that result from NSF research support.

Response: The Division Director now asks the Program Managers to provide this information every year as part of the process to compile science nuggets for the GPRA reports.  The Division Director and others highlight these accomplishments when summarizing OCE accomplishments both within and external to NSF.  We also plan to present this information on the OCE section of the GEO webpage and in our newsletter updates. 

2004 and 2005 Actions:: OCE continues to work closely with the Office of Legislative and Public Affairs in getting results from ocean research projects highlighted in press releases and other media. Increased communications with investigators to get them to inform NSF of the pending publication of major papers has been effective in publicizing achievements. Several OCE supported projects have been highlighted on NSF web page and in NSF press releases. 

Actions remaining to be taken: nothing specific; an ongoing matter. 

9. Recommendation: increasing the efficiency of the COV process by providing the next COV with a written Division overview and a more complete set of information on proposals and funding history as detailed in Part C, Item C.5 (p.27) of this report.

Response: We recognize that some of the questions asked of the COV on the Core Questions and Report Template are difficult to address without improved databases at the Program level on proposal attributes, and review and funding decisions in both the Core and special emphasis areas.  It is equally difficult to predict in advance the questions likely to be asked of the next COV, which could guide definition of detailed programmatic data to be captured on a routine basis by the Program staff. 

We are evaluating the specific recommendations of the COV to identify the optimal way of ensuring that the identified data is more readily available for the next COV, while limiting the additional workload that this might require of the Program and administrative staff in the routine processing of proposals. 

2004 and 2005 Actions: this recommendation has precipitated several discussions at staff meetings that have led to the routine collection of thematic data from each program. Beyond this and without knowing what specific types of data will be required in the future, the routine collection of additional data would be labor intensive and perhaps for no purpose. Individual programs have extensive data that could be better presented for future COVs. 

Actions remaining to be taken: Planning will commence early in 2006 for data to be presented to the next  COV. 
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