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On October 24-26, 2001, 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 1998, 1999, and 2000 as well as more recent activities that reflect on the activities and development of the IF Program.

We are very pleased with the results of the COV that are summarized on page 19:

“The EAR/IF program is remarkably successful.  As stated above, the process for funding programs and the outcomes of previous funding in terms of people, ideas, and tools are among the best that we have ever reviewed.”
The only shortcoming in the review process involved the use of the “broader impacts” review criterion by reviewers and program officers in Fiscal 1998, 1999, and 2000, which was a time period when this issue began receiving increasing emphasis by the National Science Board and NSF.  However, the COV looked at application of the “broader impact” review criterion in FY 2001 jackets and noted a dramatic improvement by both reviewers and program officers as noted on pages 1, 5, and 6.

The COV report contains specific comments on program areas that the COV believes need improvement in the IF program beginning on page 19:

“Funding Balance:  The EAR/IF program supports programs that range from individual investigator size to multi-user, multi-university facilities.  The balance of funding among the various parts of this program was of concern to the previous COV and continues to be a concern.  The fraction of the EAR/IF budget spent on facilities has continued to increase over the last ten years.”

Several decisions have entered into the growth of the facilities part of IF (FS) that were made with care to not adversely impact the equipment acquisition (EA), technician support (TS), and instrument and technique development (ITD) portions of the budget.  Management of IF resources was done to maintain the high success rate (in excess of 50%) of the non-facilities part of the program.  This is an indication, which is confirmed by the opinion of the IF program officers, that the high quality EA, TS and ITD proposals are still being funded at a consistent rate.  Note that most FS grants contain significant  “EA”  budgets so the proportion of FS labeled funds to EA labeled funds in this program is somewhat misleading.  As a corollary, there is no doubt that a reduction in multi-user facility support would result in an increased demand for individual equipment proposal.  For instance, the IRIS/PASSCAL pool of instruments keeps the number of request we receive from individual institutions for portable seismometers to almost zero.  The amount of the IF budget that is devoted to facilities is not entirely in the hands of the IF program.  The proportion of funds devoted to facilities support, which is now of the order of 17% of the entire EAR budget, is necessarily an EAR-wide consideration. EAR management has been intentionally growing the facilities part of the budget based on community needs and recommendations for the past ten years.  We agree that we need to continue to evaluate and monitor the proper balance based on the input of the scientific community.

“Sunsetting:  The IF program needs to be sufficiently flexible to respond to new opportunities as these affect large and multi-user facilities.  Response may take several forms, including sunsetting existing multi-user facilities, even when successful, in order to fund new facilities that may take better advantage of new and emerging developments in earth science, and in the technology of instrumentation.  The program should encourage bold evolution of the scope and capabilities of those multi-user facilities that request continued funding.”
The NSF 5-year limitation on proposal funding effectively introduces a sunset on most NSF activities.  For large facilities, NSB approval also introduces a sunset on the duration of the activity.  It is the policy of the National Science Board to periodically recompete these activities.  Arbitrary termination of the operation of a facility that is serving the common needs of the community may be counter-productive and should be determined in consultation with the broader scientific community.  We believe that worthy new and emerging developments in earth science have ample opportunity to compete successfully for funding within the EAR and cross-NSF-initiative framework.  Both the termination and initiation of facility support ought to be determined on the basis of competition.

“New Initiatives:  The advent of EarthScope must be accompanied by a substantial influx of new funds to the IF program, as well as to the disciplinary research programs within EAR.”

As part of the proposal process for initiatives to the MRE account of NSF, substantial planning and commitment must be made by the proposing division and directorate for support of operations of the MRE facilities and science to support the analysis of data provided by the MRE facilities.  These commitments should effectively accomplish this recommendation.

Mentoring:  Minority participation in the IF program remains unavoidably low.  Further, we recognize the importance of mentoring of early career, minority, and women PI's by the program managers, and acknowledge the efforts in this area.  We support further initiatives that the program managers may take to encourage greater participation of minority, women, and early career PI's.  

We take this recommendation as a vote of confidence in the program managers’ efforts at mentoring and to encourage them to renew their efforts especially in the case of minority participation.  We agree.  The issue is also a GEO-wide priority and has resulted in a Geosciences Diversity program that we intend to use to help our community increase participation by underrepresented minorities.

“To encourage participation of early career researchers (ECR's) in the IF program, consideration might be given to a process where the ECR status of all PI's are specifically identified in the proposal cover letter of the program manager to the reviewer.”

This is a good suggestion and we agree.

“Broader Impacts:  There has been a recent concerted effort within NSF to emphasize the importance of addressing "broader impacts" issues to NSF program managers, PI's, and reviewers.  Apparently further changes will be made to the GPG in this regard soon.  EAR/IF should change their "Proposal Preparation" web page to reflect this.  Specifically, "broader impacts" reminders for PI's could be emphasized right up front in the introduction paragraph under Proposal Preparation, as well as in the Evaluation Criteria section.”

This is a good suggestion and we agree.

“Efficiency of Decision Process:  Evaluation of the efficiency of the IF program should be based on feedback time rather than dwell time.  More effective communication of target dates and emphasizing their importance (e.g. on the web site), as well as increased staffing, would help to streamline the process.  However, decisions by the program should continue to be driven primarily by the integrity and thoroughness of the review process, rather than efficiency targets.”

This is a good suggestion and one with which we strongly agree.  It has been forwarded to the NSF committee evaluating the proposal processing-time criteria.

“We found it informative to have the previous COV report available to this committee.  It would have been very helpful if there was a formal written response to it also available. We recommend that as a matter of course both the COV report and the NSF response be made available to subsequent COV's.”

This is a good suggestion and we agree. The 1997 response by NSF was not included in the 2001 COV binder (but was available to the COV) because the 1997 COV (and consequently the letter from NSF) did not highlight any recommendations for improvement. 
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