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We are pleased with the report of the Committee of Visitors (COV) that met on August 18-19, 2003 to review the UCAR and Lower Atmospheric Facilities Oversight Section (ULAFOS).  We appreciate the strong positive endorsement of ULAFOS contribution to the oversight of important national facilities, our ability to manage the breadth of Section activities, positive and productive relationship we maintain with our awardees, and the positive fulfillment of all the template questions.  However, we most appreciate the thoughtful recommendations that will help guide the section over the next several years.  

The COV report contains several recommendations that are intended to assist ULAFOS with facing the challenges of future oversight and to allow ULAFOS to sustain its contribution to the atmospheric sciences.  These recommendations are addressed in the order they appear in the report.  

Recommendation

The COV notes that the cooperative agreement has still not been awarded at the time of our meeting, and is concerned with the ability of the NSF to complete the award by October 1, 2003.  

Response

The subject of this recommendation, completion of a cooperative agreement for the support of NCAR, was accomplished effective October 1, 2003. The new cooperative agreement conforms to the e-business format desired by DGA. 

Recommendation

The COV urges NSF to provide sufficient resources to ULAFOS to properly prepare for an open competition that will replace an arrangement that has been in place for over 45 years with very positive results.

Response

NSF plans to draw on the necessary resources and experience within NSF to augment the Section needs for the preparation of the announcement, administration and management of the competition, the associated review process of proposals, and the award instrument for the successful proponent.  

Recommendation

Even though the COV noted that the present IPA is extremely productive, in a small staff of this nature, dealing with such a vital activity to the atmospheric community, the COV recommends that this position be converted to a full time permanent appointment to promote continuity.  Similarly, the COV recommends the development of a succession plan for the section.  

Response

ATM agrees with the recommendation and will make reasonable effort to comply. ATM will also ensure that sufficient continuity in leadership of the section will be provided.  

Recommendation

First Statement: The COV strongly supports the development of an integrated facilities plan to incorporate interagency assets.  Even though the other agency’s assets may not be managed by ULAFOS, their presence can be factored into the overall capability to support the atmospheric science research in this country.  Such a plan should bring more assets to bear for the research community.

Second Statement: The COV encourages the NSF to be more aggressive in government-wide evaluation of the support facilities available for the atmospheric sciences community and for coordinating them to improve the availability of those assets for the atmospheric research community.

Response

Over the last several years, ULAFOS has lead efforts to effectively integrate facility planning activities through interagency cooperation.  The recently established relationship with NRL to host the ELDORA radar is an excellent example.  However, we share the COV’s opinion that further collaborations are possible and have a significant potential to better serve the research community. ATM will continue to strive to involve the atmospheric research community in interagency science.

Recommendation

The COV endorses the independent review of the mechanisms and modes of support for facilities, research and education in the atmospheric and related sciences.  This review is not a simple task.  The COV recommends that it be conducted by a high level independent senior body, and urges that the issues identified in section C-3 of this report be included in the review.

Response

ULAFOS agrees with the recommendation and notes that ATM has requested the National Academy of Sciences to broadly engage the atmospheric science community to review the directions of support most appropriate to achieve the NSF’s scientific research and education goals in the atmospheric and related sciences.  

Recommendation

The present COV concurs that the present three stage review has merit, but recommends continuing efforts to assure a timely review.

Response

The challenge of conducting the next review of the UCAR & NCAR institutions will be greater than in previous reviews, because the management of NCAR will be competed during the period of cooperative agreement (2003-2008).  ULAFOS will conduct a thorough and independent review of NCAR management, science and facilities that meets the highest standards of the NSF review process.  This review will be carried out as efficiently as possible with an objective to seek constructive comments on the quality of NCAR’s programs and policies while at the same time minimizing any disruptive aspects the review process may have.  

Recommendation

[Commenting upon the appropriateness of the section’s award size and duration….]  Unique situation, however, the COV strongly urges the NSF, during the open re-competition for the management of NCAR, to seek a 5-year cooperative agreement with the option for at least one 5-year extension.  This will greatly reduce the overhead costs of the procurements and will minimize disruption of the activities of NCAR and its manager.
Response

ATM concurs with the spirit of the suggestion. Subject to continued meritorious review of progress in the science, facility and management of NCAR, it will be the ULAFOS position that the option of a 5-year extension will be given due consideration. 

Recommendation

The COV encourages the LAOF staff to use the CHILL radar where it can be more cost effective in supporting missions.  The CHILL and S-POL radars are very comparable in capability.  The COV urges the LAOF staff to be more aggressive in balancing the available resources in a manner that allocates the needed resources even if they may not be the requested assets.

Response

ULAFOS agrees that whenever it makes good scientific sense, cost effective use of alternate observing facilities by the community is to be encouraged.

Recommendation

The COV notes that the T-28 is at its end-of-life, but there is still need for a storm penetration aircraft (SPA).  The COV asks the LAOF to identify a replacement selection that will be more flexible in supporting other missions as well as the SPA efforts.  The correct selection could relieve some of what this COV thinks will be an over-tasking of the HIAPER asset.

Response

ULAFOS notes the recommendation and is actively working towards this end. In choosing an airframe to meet the needs for storm penetration and other missions, all aspects of candidate airframes including range, payload, flight characteristics, etc. will be examined.

Recommendation

The COV believes that the IGERT program needs to be supported by the broadest participation in the management of the program.  We did not have any specific concerns about the current performance of ULAFOS in the management of the activity. However, we do encourage broad participation of the ATM Division programs to maximize interdisciplinary input to this highly multi-disciplinary NSF program.

Response

Geosciences rotates IGERT program management responsibilities among its program officer staff.  ATM considers involvement of ULAFOS staff in ongoing NSF programs to be mutually productive and beneficial.  ULAFOS is of the opinion that useful perspective on the operation of NSF’s other programs is obtained in this manner.

Findings

,”…the review of ULAFOS cannot and should not be conducted in the same way as that of a competitive grants program. The COV unanimously believes that the highly structured review process specified by the report template for NSF COVs does not apply well here.”  and ” Further, we note that the previous COV made the same observation and recommended that an appropriate review process be established for ULAFOS and other facility-intensive NSF units.”

The COV believes the template actually inhibits effective communication with the NSF management, especially for a section of the nature of ULAFOS.  The prescribed format caused repetition and disconnected thoughts.  A better method could have included the type of questions that should be covered, and allow the COV to provide an integrated response.  The template itself had several technical flaws that made the final product look non-professional.

Response

NSF continuously reviews the COV process and attempts to make improvements. Comments from the 2000 ULAFOS COV, which had a similar finding, appear to have improved the COV process. ULAFOS will continue to emphasize the importance of focusing the COV review process to elicit the most meaningful and constructive advice.

