BIO Response to 2003 DEB Committee of Visitors Report


Response to Recommendations from the Committee of Visitors (COV) for the 

Division of Environmental Biology (DEB), 

June 11-13, 2003

The Division of Environmental Biology (DEB) expresses its sincere appreciation to the members of the Committee of Visitors (COV) for their incisive observations and constructive recommendations.  It was evident that all the members of the COV were deeply interested in the welfare and development of the diverse programs in the division and the science communities that they serve.

In general, the Report of the Committee of Visitors is favorable with respect to the operations and management of the various programs and activities of DEB although a number of important recommendations were given to improve upon current priorities and practices.  The COV concluded that the distribution of resources and effort in DEB is approximately appropriate but did identify several areas where improvements can be made or preparations to better meet future challenges taken.  The Report commends the progress that NSF has made in innovative linkages across fields that were formerly largely isolated and points to ways in which NSF can achieve even more gains in the future.

In addition to several specific recommendations that can improve upon current DEB science programs, we are appreciative of recommendations on ways to improve management activities such as program director recruitment, long-term strategic planning, and division-specific metrics to assist both self-planning and future COVs.

Progress since the 1999 COV Report

The COV stated “DEB has undertaken a number of initiatives and strengthened many aspects of the program in positive ways in response to the 1999 COV recommendations.” The COV noted in particular “continued attention to soliciting new ideas, actively recruiting and recognizing the work of diverse panelists, and participation in and developing new initiatives.” Several recommendations from the 1999 report continue to need attention from the Division, and the COV repeated these: 

Recommendation 1.“increasing the number of ad hoc reviews that are returned”

Response: BIO shares the COV’s concern about the low review return rate. Although reviewers are currently reminded to submit reviews through email and telephone calls, these measures have not led to a marked improvement in review return rate.  DEB will intensify its efforts to educate the community at professional meetings and in all communications about the importance in participating in the merit review process and submit an open “letter” on community service to the Bulletins of professional societies and to BioScience.

Recommendation 2.“continued and focused attention to improving understanding of Criterion 2”

Response: BIO will hold DEB management responsible for implementing NSF policies related to review criteria. BIO will ask DEB to report on measures it has established to enhance understanding of criterion 2 by reviewers, panelists and program officers.

Recommendation 3.“improving the success of programs such as CAREER grants”

Response: BIO will charge DEB with determining the reasons for the low number, relative to other BIO divisions, of CAREER proposals it receives and funds and developing a plan to address this situation. 

Recommendation 4.“engaging with community scientists in genomics initiatives”

Response: BIO has asked DEB to examine the involvement of the scientific community it supports in genomics initiatives and to work with that community to develop ways to integrate genomics into ecological, ecosystem, systematic and evolutionary studies, as appropriate.

Recommendation 5. COV encourages “providing appropriate benchmarks against which to evaluate the progress of DEB programs in a number of areas”

Response: DEB has begun establishing benchmarks for its scientific programs in order to facilitate both internal and external reviews of its activities in the future.

Recommendation 6.“supporting post-doctoral training to maintain a highly trained and talented pool of scientists engaged in environmental research.”

Response: BIO currently supports three directorate-wide post-doctoral fellowships programs, one for minority researchers and one each in the areas of biological informatics and microbial biology. DEB students compete well in these competitions. DEB also supports post-docs on research grants. BIO will address this recommendation in the ongoing process of reviewing the content of its educational portfolio, including its post-doctoral fellowship programs.

2002 COV RECOMMENDATIONS
A.1 QUALITY AND EFFECTIVENESS OF MERIT REVIEW PROCEDURES

Recommendation 7.
“The low number of ad hoc reviews received concerned the COV, which encouraged program officers to find additional incentives to increase participation.”  

Response: See response to Recommendation 1 above. 

Recommendation 8.“allow program directors the ability to make some awards without ad hoc or panel reviews, including supplements and funding for some workshops.”

Response: Consistent with NSF policy, DEB Program Officers currently have the authority to fund supplements, workshops, and SGER projects without ad hoc or panel review.  
A.2 IMPLEMENTATION OF NSF MERIT REVIEW CRITERIA

Recommendation 9.“responses of ad hoc reviewers in addressing Criterion 2 were variable.”

In 2002 NSF implemented a new policy that requires all PIs to address criterion 2 in both the project summary and body of their proposals with the goal of providing explicit information on which proposal reviewers could base their criterion 2 evaluations. Since most of the jackets reviewed by both the 1999 and 2002 COV predated this new policy, BIO is not surprised that reviewers unevenly addressed criterion 2 in their reviews. BIO will instruct DEB to determine the impact of the new policy on ad hoc reviewers’ attention to criteria 2 for the next COV. BIO will ask DEB to examine the ad hoc reviewer request letter for PEET and other special competitions to ensure that they make clear the importance of addressing Criterion 2.

Recommendation 10.
Documentation associated with awards “could use some improvement.”

Response: DEB management will establish procedures to assure that documentation and justification recorded in jackets is complete.

A.3 SELECTION OF REVIEWERS

Recommendation 11. The COV suggested that increased emphasis should be placed on drawing reviewers from a broader array of institutions, especially teaching universities, non-profits, and business. 

Response: BIO is strongly committed to ensuring that reviewers are drawn from a broad array of institutions and has asked DEB to examine the processes used by its Program Officers for reviewer selection and subsequently to establish mechanisms to ensure that reviewers are selected from a diverse array of institutions. 

A.4 RESULTING PORTFOLIO OF AWARDS

Recommendation 12.
The COV recommended that there be more flexibility in the duration of awards (e.g., more 4-5 year awards).  

Response: Consistent with NSF policy, all DEB program officers currently have the authority to make 4 or 5-year awards. BIO has asked division management to remind program officers of this authority, especially when training new program officers. 

Recommendation 13. “the small number of proposals submitted to and funded by (SGER) is too small of an investment in high-risk programs.   A seed-grant program, perhaps separately administered, should be established that actively solicits proposals that would focus on gathering preliminary data or exploring new, not-yet-proven techniques”.
Response: BIO encourages program officers to support high-risk awards, including but not limited to SGERs, as part of their program portfolios. A seed-grant program for preliminary data gathering or for exploring new techniques is unnecessary since program officers currently have the authority to fund such activities.   

Recommendation 14.
The COV also pointed out that in addition to increased research costs, there are expenses associated with post-project activities such as archiving data, maintaining collections, and disseminating data to the scientific community and the public.  The COV noted that the DEB budget will need to be increased to meet these post-project costs.

Response: BIO is committed to meeting community needs for long term data access and maintenance and will instruct DEB to work with the community to determine the most effective ways to meet these growing needs.

Recommendation 15.
“DEB should strive to make submission and funding rates at RUI institutions comparable to that at non-RUI institutions.” The COV went on to suggest that DEB might adopt a separately evaluated program that provides funding for investigators at undergraduate institutions.

Response: DEB will increase its outreach activities and also participate in NSF training workshops at RUI institutions to help faculty write and submit more competitive proposals.  These measures may affect submission and funding rates. However, we believe that proposals from RUI institutions receive the best review when evaluated as a group in the context of all proposals reviewed by a disciplinary panel given special instructions to consider the unique challenges, e.g. heavy teaching loads,

experienced by faculty at RUI institutions. 

Recommendation 16.
COV recommended that DEB continue to encourage submission of proposals from women and minorities with particular attention to programs designed to increase the participation of women and minorities in the workforce, such as UMEB, REU, CAREER and post-doctoral fellowships.

Response: DEB will continue to do so.

A.5 MANAGEMENT OF THE PROGRAM UNDER REVIEW

Recommendation 17.
The COV found that DEB program officers clearly have been the initiators of some of the flagship innovative programs coming from NSF during the past several years:  Tree of Life, Planetary Biodiversity Inventories, Undergraduate Mentoring in Biology, (NEON), Integrative Challenges in Biology, and the continuing Long Term Ecological Research Network.  The COV urged that the current management of these programs include the vision and expertise that spawned them, wherever the programs are moved.

Response: BIO is a flexible organization and will continue to assure appropriate scientific involvement in the management of all of its programs.  Our experimental Emerging Frontiers Division is one example a mechanism established to achieve such ends.

Recommendation 18.
“We are concerned that currently there is no permanent NSF staff associated with either the Ecology or the Ecosystems programs…We also recommend that the practice of rotating Division directors be continued and that the Deputy Director be made permanent.”

Response: BIO is working with DEB through its staffing and organization planning processes to assure that an appropriate balance of permanent to rotating Program Officers is achieved.  Searches are planned or underway to address the ecological studies programs’ needs for permanent POs.

Recommendation 19.
The COV suggested that the Division consider reducing panelist loads to 10-12 proposals.  This could be accomplished by increasing numbers of panels or panelists.

Response: BIO is sensitive to the burden of proposal load on panelists. However, the impact on staff time and program budgets to increase the numbers of panels and/or panelists is prohibitive.   

Recommendation 20.
The COV suggested that the interactions and connections among divisions and programs should be continually strengthened, and further that DEB increase its efforts to facilitate processes that encourage cooperation across NSF divisions.

Response: BIO is committed to such interactions and cross-cutting activities and notes that DEB has been a leader in this regard. BIO will charge DEB to examine how it can facilitate cooperation across divisions within BIO and throughout NSF.  

Recommendation 21.
The COV noted that there are some traditions of communication with the broader community that could be clearer and more inclusive.  The COV encouraged DEB to think about ways to make information on how the Division operates more readily available to young investigators.

Response: DEB will develop more informative web pages and enhance its outreach efforts in this regard.

B.3 OUTCOME GOAL FOR TOOLS

Recommendation 22.
The COV noted that funding for some tools is grossly inadequate, including developing and maintaining particularly large databases such as those associated with institutional collections of biological specimens and development of electronic networks to link these databases.  In addition, funding appears to be inadequate to support the purchase of advanced educational instrumentation (e.g., mass spectrometers).

Response: DEB will work with the Division of Biological Infrastructure, and especially programs such as Biological Research Collections, to identify the infrastructure/tools needs of the DEB community and develop mechanisms to address those needs with a unified effort that combines fiscal and intellectual resources.  
C.1 PROGRAM AREAS IN NEED OF IMPROVEMENT OR GAPS WITHIN PROGRAM AREAS

Recommendation 23.
This COV and a previous COV have identified the need for the funding of postdoctoral fellowships as well as mid-career awards that enable investigators to pursue new research directions.

Response: See response to Recommendation 6 above. 

Recommendation 24.
NSF has not responded to the increase in major expenses of biodiversity documentation that natural history institutions require:  the need for long-term modern storage facilities for specimens (including tissues for genetic studies), expert verification of the integrity of specimen-associated data, and development and support of the CYBER infrastructure for dissemination of information associated with specimens.

Response: BIO is aware of these concerns. Workshops have been funded to (a) support long term research planning by the taxonomic and collections communities, and  (b) develop the concept of a research platform and biodiversity observatory built upon cyber-infrastructure advances.  DEB will work with the community to develop a plan to address the recommendations from these workshops

C.2 PROGRAM’S PERFORMANCE IN MEETING PROGRAM-SPECIFIC GOALS AND OBJECTIVES THAT ARE NOT COVERED BY THE ABOVE QUESTIONS

Recommendation 25.
The COV endorsed the recommendation of the last COV that DEB prepare a strategic plan that outlines emerging research topics and identifies priorities for growth in the Division.

Response: Consistent with the overall NSF Strategic Plan, DEB drafted a strategic plan following the last COV, and plans a division retreat to be held December, 2003 for the purpose of updating this document.

C.5 COMMENTS ON HOW TO IMPROVE THE COV REVIEW PROCESS, FORMAT AND REPORT TEMPLATE

Recommendation 26.
DEB should prepare a concise self-study document for use by the COV, including establishment of benchmarks and goals, an internal “audit,” and standardization of annual reports. We are uncomfortable with the use of “nuggets” as a means of evaluation.

Response: BIO agrees with the COV that internal self “audits” are an efficient means to assemble information in advance of the next COV and to use for self-evaluation and will encourage DEB to follow this recommendation. 
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