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Dear Hajo and Helen,

I know you have waited patiently to hear the results of the panel on co-ordination proposals that included your proposals 1331100 and 1331083 on SEARCH support. I have now met with other interested program managers and discussed the proposals from that panel, so I can now relay information to you.

The GOOD news is that I intend to recommend support. The BAD news is that it is not going to be at the full level you requested. In addition, there will need to be some structural changes and a fairly detailed change of scope and some elaboration in response to our concerns and comments below. I will recommend that it be funded as a continuing grant with an annual increment that is subject to a review of progress evaluated against some criteria for success. That may take the form of a review by us or by an external group, possibly via a site visit or reverse site visit. We will use placeholder out-year budgets based on your revised budgets, but will introduce some flexibility so that they may be adjusted up or down according to needs and developments in the effort. 

A panel reviewed your proposal with several other proposals for similar activities. Each panelist provided an individual review prior to the panel. The panel summary reflects the opinions and recommendations discussed at the panel. 

I will recommend that NSF fund this at approximately $1.2 M per year total ($4.1 to UAF, $1.9M to ARCUS), which is 77.3% of what you requested. Below I recommend some specific items to cut that will get the cost down, but are also activities the panel or program managers recommend be removed from the scope of the proposal. 

Major comments:

There needs to be an overall management plan, and there need to be clear criteria for success on an annual basis so we can evaluate progress for each increment. These criteria should be commensurate with the requested level of investment.

Arctic Futures 2050: the statement that 'the work is culminating in a range of products and an overarching assessment of the state of Arctic research and a vision for Arctic Futures 2050" does not sound like it leads to a synthesis so much as an assessment of the state of the research. Some clarification of your view of synthesis should be made as it is used throughout the proposal but never defined. We know from experience that it is a widely misunderstood term and it seems central to this effort. You state that the meeting will be patterned after the 2010 State of the Arctic Meeting and the 2003 SEARCH Open Science Meeting, but these were very dissimilar meetings. What is this meeting going to do? Are really only 70-85 people expected? If so, how is it like the SOA or OSM? What is the total cost of this meeting? How is it funded? What is the product? NSF should not be paying federal agency staff to travel on this award.

Scenarios development: You say you will employ scenarios development to move foreword in understanding, but this IPCC approach of scenarios and impacts confines one to examining one, or at most a very few, driver(s) at a time. I note that some of the GC programs have moved away from it in favor of, or combination with, a multidimensional vulnerability approach, which enables them to understand the influence of multiple drivers on compartments of interest and eliminate some of the problems of error propagation. How is this going to work? Perhaps you should be open to alternatives.

It was clear that the members of the panel who were positive thought this was going to result in active research. We are less sure of that. We found that, the more carefully we read this proposal, the less sure we were of just exactly what was going to be done, aside from a lot of meetings. Some clarification of the plan for advancement is needed. There are many statements like 'synthesis will be done', products 'will be developed', but the HOW of this was elusive. The only mechanisms discussed appear to be email discussions and more or less standard meetings and workshops. We do see the Executive Director as a significant improvement, but we very much want to know what there will be that is different from what there has been, aside from more money.  

Knowledge Exchange (KE) Workshops - "will build on the activities of Year 1 and bring together stakeholders, academic and agency researchers, and agency program managers to network, identify emerging issues, synthesize and improve access to existing datasets and model output (with ACADIS’ Arctic Data Explorer tool as an important resource), and link to other activities and programs that are currently not active at this interdisciplinary breadth." The proposal says that "none will be typical of traditional scientific or planning meetings. Rather, these meetings will serve as a forum for knowledge co-production…" This is very unclear. You say what they aren't but not what they are. How will they achieve all that? How long are they and what is the format? What is “knowledge co-production?” How are they different from other meetings?

I append some suggestions of areas that should be cut, as well as some additional comments to be considered in your revised scope.

Yours,

Neil Swanberg


Suggested areas that could be cut:

AON coordinator. Saves approximately $700K in salary before indirect costs. We think this post seems very much an 'add-on' in the proposal with respect to project goals, and the panel thought so as well. It is not clear that the NSF AON program would welcome the position, nor how it would relate to existing AON activities. Moreover, though you propose to place it in Colorado (at NSIDC?) it is not clear that anyone there is even aware of it, no letters provided, no arrangements evident. No funds appeared to be budgeted for office costs, or infrastructure for that position. 

UAF Other:
· Admin position at UAF. While we support the idea of admin support, that is the reason we intend to fund the ARCUS collaborative piece - that is the Project Office, though we note that there might have been advantage in having the Executive Director co-located with his/her office. To add more overhead costs because he/she is not so located, is not efficient, especially when the Project Office is located in the same city. You say this post is to "provide… support with travel arrangements, meeting logistics and other support functions pertaining to the work of the ED and the Action Team sub-award activities." However, we would expect arranging travel would be a normal function of a university travel office, and note that meeting logistics appears to be covered under ARCUS and under the sub awards to the Action Teams, as those are the areas where the funding for meetings exists.

· Data Analyst: 'This position would help capture data generated by Action Team and Knowledge Exchange meetings and the “Arctic Futures 2050” activities.' We would need much more justification than this, especially given that we are spending millions on a data archival and discovery center that is heavily aimed at SEARCH. It is not clear how the Action Teams are going to generate data. In fact their activities seem to be mostly email exchange, and occasional meetings. 

Combined savings, ca $275k before indirect.

· Salary for Chair - some is permissible at present, but we note that the current chair already has salary for 2014, and a SEARCH post-doc as well. We would expect that to be taken into consideration. As there will be a full time Executive Director, who will do the heavy lifting, we would not expect any future Chair position to need much salary, if any. Savings would be minimal in this award, but we note that we have a large existing award to the current chair.

The Executive Director position would be supported, as we view this as essential to this activity, but we want to know what is normally included in fringe and overhead. It is pretty unusual to ask for 12 months for a senior position, especially as one assumes they have some sort of leave provision - this needs clarification. We also want to know what level the ED is considered to occupy, early-mid career? Senior? There is also great concern about the supervisory line. While we recognize that everyone has some sort of boss, an agreement may be needed that formalizes a significant degree of autonomy from UAF hierarchy for this position. They should answer to the Chair and the SSC. In my experience this has been the way these posts are established and the host institution keeps hands off. UAF can be consultatory obviously, but should not be heavily involved in the search for director. This is not a recruitment opportunity for UAF. If that is not acceptable to UAF, then we may have to look elsewhere. There could be strong arguments for placing the position in the mainland US.

Knowledge Exchange (KE) Fellowships: These may be fine things, but their role in making the SEARCH effort work is not well described here. I noted before the proposal was written that this would be a delicate area for a proposal to NSF. It is unlikely that other agencies are going to let you place people in their agency, without considerable input from them, and similarly they are not likely to let you determine details for their own staff. That does not mean you cannot find a way to do it, but it will have to be done on a case-by-case basis with each agency and NSF PLR is not going to support any agency exchanges that are not NSF. It should not be a part of this proposal. Savings $24 K plus indirect. 

Subawards: 
· These will need detailed budgets on NSF budget sheets with formal subcontracting documentation. DGA will never sign off on a blank check for $650K each without such documentation. You say that each will include 1 month salary for a senior scientist, but most of those identified appear to have two, at least to start with. If these are not the final people, who are and how will they be identified? What is the composition of the Action Teams and who determines it? You say you will include 'stakeholders' and federal employees on those teams, but you never define what 'stakeholders' are. If you load these groups with stakeholders and feds, and there are only 6-10 people, how many academic scientists are you going to have on the groups? What disciplines do you anticipate being represented on each group? Is NSF expected to pay travel for federal employees? Travel is now capped for most agencies and NSF should not really be paying travel for other agency personnel. 

· Post docs are stated to include six months salary only. How is this expected to work? From where will the other half come? What assurance do you have that you don't just wind up supporting a generic post doc for the team leader? This is not mentioned in the Post-Doc Mentoring plan, which is very generic, but seems to be a critical point. 
· Each action team is supposed to hold a workshop every year, one 30-person, and one 100-person. What is the function and product of the larger workshop?

· Permafrost – this section seems to say what but not how. 'Outcomes from these activities will allow working groups to facilitate the development of potential partner-funded research projects to develop the data products needed to address the scenarios defined by the community.' This sounds like a LONG time line. What is the status of the existing Permafrost & Carbon RCN and how does this overlap with its objectives? You mention an 'ongoing activity within ACADIS to benefit the activities is the development of a data “showcase” focused on borehole temperature data' As far as I know this is no longer ongoing, but is cancelled. How does that affect this activity?

· Land ice - lots of overlap with other efforts, recent workshops, plans outside of SEARCH, etc. - how will you decide on study sites? 

· Sea Ice Action Team. This appears to overlap heavily with the recently funded, $1.6M Sea Ice Prediction Network. Given that award, and the amount of work being supported in that area both there, and under the direct auspices of ONR, we think this Action Team should be dropped or severely reduced to a liaison function with the Sea Ice Prediction Network. Savings, $650K plus indirect.

ARCUS travel: listed at $340K but most of the meeting travel appears to be in the Action Team budgets. Given past history it is not clear that funding for TWO face to face SSC meetings are needed per year, especially given that the proposal notes that one of those is an add-on to another SEARCH meeting, which is presumably already funding travel. The $290K in Participant Support Costs seems high. 


Minor comments

P C-3
· You allude to physical and natural science as well as social science. We thought physical science was natural science (at least Arctic Natural Sciences does) and were wondering how they differ in your mind.
· In your Figure 2 you have IARPC answering to Congress. IARPC is composed of agency heads, is configured in OSTP, and thus answers to the President, not Congress. 
P C-6 
· "After the kick-off meeting … the PO will work with the ED, AC, SSC, and Action Teams to develop a program plan that provides an annual timeline and milestones for SEARCH activities." Why is there no program plan and timeline now?
· The external advisory board mentioned on C-6 does not appear in fig 3 as stated.
P C-7 
· "collaborative tools will be created" - WHAT tools?
· "A UAF summer school in partnership with the North Slope Science Initiative (NSSI) and the Association of Polar Early Career Scientists in Year 3 will set the stage for scenario development and synthesis." Why is having scenarios founded on the basis of a summer school considered an optimal scientific strategy?
· "These efforts will expand through Years 4 and 5 to generate cross-cutting, synthetic scenarios and assessments" - what is a 'synthetic scenario'?
· "These activities will bring together a diverse cross-section of scientific disciplines and stakeholders, driven by decision-maker information needs." - but they are driven by the SEARCH priorities now. When is this going to happen? Are the disciplines and stakeholders driven by decision-maker needs? If so, where is the input from decision-makers?
· "Scientists and stakeholders will define framing questions and jointly establish tangible products" -they will start defining questions at the AF 2050 OSM?? "While the scenarios speak to the state of the Arctic by mid-century, such a long view is key to identifying major uncertainties and associated indicator variables" - but this is the problem with scenarios - the further out you go the larger the uncertainty, and the more important the drivers other than those defining the scenarios may become.
P C-9 
· "SEARCH will also organize annual informational Congressional briefings on policy-relevant Arctic change topics" - only Congress can organize hearings, if that is what you mean. If you mean talking to individual congressmen, you need to be cautious here. You cannot use NSF funds to lobby Congress, and need to be careful about how you might use research funds to talk to Congress.
· “SEARCH for Answers”. - who in SEARCH will give these answers. The ED? Who is responsible for the correctness of these answers? To whom are they given, anyone who asks? Is there liability involved if there are financial implications and they prove incorrect?
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