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A Committee of Visitors (COV) reviewed the six programs in the Lower Atmosphere Research Section (LARS) in the Division of Atmospheric Sciences (ATM) during September 14-16, 2004.  The review covered the proposal actions for FY01-FY03.  The COV evaluated both the integrity and efficiency of the program management as well as the outputs and outcomes.

Overall Findings

The COV was very complimentary regarding the quality of the performance of the LARS program officers (POs).  The members were particularly impressed by the extent to which the LARS program officers work with proposers, providing constructive feedback and, where appropriate, opportunities to respond to reviewer criticisms. The latter practice significantly reduces the proposal load on the section and, while time-consuming in one respect, results in a more efficient handling of proposals.  The COV also took special note of the POs’ efforts to ensure that all proposals receive a fair and thorough review.  We share their high opinion of our POs.

Process Review

The COV made several recommendations regarding the review process, which are addressed below:

1. The COV was pleased with the overall quality and effectiveness of the merit review procedures, but also recommended that “LARS exercise particular care in judging proposals that cross divisional boundaries to ensure that they are reviewed with the same care as proposals that fit within a single division.”    

Response:  We recognize that the handling of cross-disciplinary proposals is challenging for a variety of reasons.  We believe the LARS POs show a commendable degree of willingness to consider proposals that do not fall directly within the purview of their programs, recognizing the need to accommodate such proposals.  At times, these conscientious POs can be frustrated in their efforts to obtain impartial and competent reviews when proposals are managed primarily by other parts of NSF or another division’s panel strongly influences the decision.  Nonetheless, the COV’s caution here is appropriate and the Section will endeavor to exercise diligence in this regard.

2.   “The number of international reviews appears to be relatively low.  While international reviewers could provide an additional source of independent reviewer expertise, the experience of the program officers is that international reviewers are often less willing to provide reviews than domestic reviewers.  The COV believes that the additional perspective of international reviewers is worth pursuing, if this can be done in an efficient manner.”

Response:  We agree wholeheartedly with the importance of tapping the expertise of the international community.  In the last few years, several of the LARS programs have made special efforts to engage foreign reviewers and have been more successful than perhaps the sample of jackets examined by the COV suggested.  While some foreign reviewers are reluctant to take on additional reviewing tasks, our experience generally has been very positive.  The use of foreign reviewers varies among the programs in LARS.  We will encourage all the LARS programs to capitalize on this important resource. 

3.  The COV expressed some reservations about the new realignment within LARS.  “The particular concern here is that program officers will more frequently deal with subject areas and communities with which they are not familiar, if the programs within the section are reduced in number and broadened in scope.  In addition, it is important to maintain the balance of priorities within the section and programs.  One possible side effect of the reorganization is that it will be more difficult to recruit top-quality individuals if they are not solely responsible for a coherent component of the section, but rather have shared or subordinate responsibility for a larger grouping of disciplines.”
Response:  The realignment does not change the number of program officers in the section nor does it affect that scope of the programs (i.e., each of the two “new” programs represents a straightforward combining of two previous programs).  The new structure was adopted primarily for two reasons:  (1) to make handling of proposals more efficient by reducing the number being jointly reviewed by two programs and (2) to facilitate the planning, scheduling, and prioritization for field programs, especially for the two programs that manage the bulk of the projects requesting access to field observing facilities.  Further, as the COV noted, the  “management policy in ATM of having both permanent and rotating staff is a healthy one, which provides each program with good organizational memory and a continual import of fresh perspective and ideas.”   The new structure allows LARS to take advantage of this.  No PO can be completely knowledgeable about all the topics for which he/she is responsible.  In the case of a program with multiple POs, each has a different area of expertise.  The complementary expertise of the POs is a strength for the program. While potential candidates may prefer to take a position as a sole manager of a program, we note that programs with multiple officers tend to be the norm rather than the exception at NSF and this structure seems not to have been a major impediment to recruitment.

4. The COV encourages LARS to conduct periodic reviews focused on identifying emerging research trends within and between all programs.  We hope that the larger atmospheric sciences community is able to contribute to these discussions and that the results of these reviews are shared with the community. 

Response:  We appreciate the importance of this recommendation and, in fact, are in the process of reviewing several emerging research areas to plan how to respond to new directions from the community.  There are a number of community planning documents already in existence and we will support further community workshops and/or planning activities as appropriate in the future.

5.  “When there is a gap in staffing during periods of transition of rotating staff, a work overload results for existing program staff. If at all possible, gaps in staff should be avoided by early recruitment of rotating program officers.”
Response:  Recruitment of temporary or rotating staff is a problem throughout NSF and it is not for a lack of well-qualified individuals in the community who might serve. Despite efforts to recruit well in advance of an opening, any number of problems can arise with potential candidates related to scheduling, family issues, other commitments, etc.  On the other hand, individuals often have not considered the option of coming to NSF.  We plan to make use of existing community advisory groups such as the UCAR Members Representatives to raise awareness of the opportunities and benefits that the rotator experience offers to the individual and the value that NSF places on having the new perspectives and expertise that rotators bring.  

Outputs and Outcomes

No responses required.

Other Topics
1.  The COV expressed considerable frustration with some of the questions in Part A.4 in the COV template. “Our only concern relating to these questions is a perception that NSF does not collect data as part of the proposal evaluation process in a way that properly reflects its evaluation criteria as embodied by the above questions.  If NSF would collect and synthesize information regarding the nature of the proposers’ and reviewers’ institutions, race/ethnicity/gender of the PI, their geographic location, and the designation of the proposal as high-risk, multi-disciplinary, innovative, etc, future committees would be in a position to more quantitatively evaluate these questions.  Our subjective judgment based on limited data is that these issues are being well addressed in LARS, however.”  Moreover, the COV struggled with what “appropriate balance” meant for each of the questions.
Response:  These concerns have been raised by other COVs.   Part of NSF’s internal process is to review such issues and the effectiveness of the overall COV process.  We agree that there is a mismatch between what the COV is asked to evaluate and the information provided for it to do so.  We will bring these concerns to the attention of NSF management.

2.  The COV expressed a desire for statistics that distinguish between “New” (junior scientists) and “New to NSF” PIs.

Response:  We will pass this concern to NSF management and recommend that the rationale for examining these particular statistics be made clear to the COVs.

3.  Finally, the COV expressed concern about mechanisms for obtaining budget enhancements for exciting new research in the field.   “Improved mechanisms are needed whereby the LARS managers and the communities of scientists they support can bring these ideas forward to compete most successfully for new resources.  A safe path by which ideas deserving enhanced support can be brought up from below does not appear to exist.  Managers feel that additional resources for opportunities that are not well aligned with agency-wide initiatives will occur only through reallocation of funds from within existing budgets. This discourages managers from developing and nurturing such initiatives that would help maintain the pressure LARS should be placing on NSF for additional resources.  We feel that the community of scientists would be best served if LARS, at the section level, put more effort into developing such initiatives that cut across programs and can best compete for resources within NSF.”

Response:  It is important for NSF to encourage and support new community-driven initiatives as well as its broad, Federally mandated, often cross-disciplinary, thrusts.  Within the constraints of the overall budgets, we believe there are opportunities to make the case for additional funds for special initiatives, be they for science or facilities, but we also recognize that every community has exciting opportunities it wants to pursue, creating considerable competition for new resources.  We will continue to actively explore ways to fund such new research opportunities within LARS, ATM, and GEO.   
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