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DATE: July 18, 2014 
 
TO: Bauke Houtman, Head 
 NSF/OCE, Integrative Programs Section 
  
SUBJECT:  Number of Regional Class Research Vessels (RCRV) 
  
A subcommittee of the UNOLS Fleet Improvement Committee (FIC) was formed to review NSF’s 
letter regarding the “Number of Regional Class Research Vessels (RCRV)” and prepare a response.  
The subcommittee membership includes Dr. David Bradley, Chair; Dr. Joan Bernhard; Dr. Greg 
Cutter; and Dr. Alexander Shor.  The subcommittee drafted this response document and circulated it 
to all the non-conflicted FIC members for comment.  FIC Chair, Dr. Clare Reimers, is conflicted 
with this issue in her role as PI of the Regional Vessel acquisition project and was not involved with 
preparing or commenting on the response.   

The UNOLS Fleet Improvement Committee (FIC) agrees with NSF OCE management and UNOLS 
Council that building three Regional Class Research Vessels is the appropriate number, and that this 
supports the best estimate of the affordable research requirements from NSF and other federal 
agencies for the next 10-20 years.  FIC absolutely agrees that getting three new, capable, 
technologically advanced research vessels into the fleet, one on each of the three coasts, is essential 
to support US ocean research.  That said, the financial estimates given by NSF to justify their five 
scenarios to reduce UNOLS fleet size from 17 to 16 vessels to meet budget projections cannot be 
duplicated using the information we have, and therefore we do not specifically endorse any 
particular plan to remove one ship from the fleet.  Instead, we note that the technological advances 
provided by introducing the three new, capable RCRVs will result in much better support for ocean 
researchers than are provided by some of the older intermediate-class vessels currently operating, 
and at similar cost.  Replacement or layup of ships therefore must be based on actual needs and 
distribution of assets at the time of decision, and not on 2014 budget projections alone.   

UNOLS FIC recognizes that the mix of research that is supported by NSF OCE has changed 
significantly in the past 20 years, as shown in Figure 1 illustrating the programmatic support of the 
four primary OCE research programs.  Relatively rapid growth of Biological Oceanography and 
Chemical Oceanography compares to slower growth of Physical Oceanography and Marine Geology 
and Geophysics over the same period.  We interpret this change to represent a qualitative shift from 
world-circling blue-water oceanography towards more process-focused, interdisciplinary and often 
coastal studies, many within the EEZ of the US and its territories.  While both blue water and 
regional research are still well represented in the NSF portfolio, the shift toward research bearing on 
anthropogenic processes and impacts, and the heavy emphasis on cost-effectiveness of projects and 
limiting wasteful ship transits have all resulted in more coastal work and fewer lengthy expeditions 
to the blue ocean.  We do not see this reversing in coming years, and thus we feel that getting new, 
capable regional research vessels into the fleet is the most important replacement we can envision at 
present. 
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The capabilities of these new vessels, as seen in Figure 2 that compares all ship capabilities, are the 
essential qualifications for their addition to the fleet – laboratories with modern research-grade 
equipment and layout, capabilities to support remotely-operated and autonomous vehicles, sensors to 
acquire high quality underway measurements, winches and instrumentation to collect precisely-
located samples of water and/or sediments and to have those samples be uncontaminated by either 
the ship or the wire used to deploy the instruments, among other capabilities.  Retrofitting the older 
ships in UNOLS is expensive and often not fully successful, and the continuous introduction of new 
environmental regulations that impact the types of fuel that can be used, the types of motors and 
generators that can be operated, and the systems aboard for managing waste make retrofitting ships 
very expensive, and sometimes impossible.  Getting new, efficient ships that meet the modern 
regulations is therefore an important factor to manage the maintenance and repair costs, and keep the 
ships operating efficiently. 

Finally, it is essential to address the fact that the ships being built are not only to support NSF-
funded research, but for all federal agency research.  Without the benefit of ONR providing most of 
the large ships in the UNOLS fleet for more than 40 years, NSF would have very limited capability 
to support field research.  NSF needs to take a broad view of their responsibility to the community, 
and address the fact that the overwhelming majority of use of the UNOLS fleet by non-NSF funding 
agencies uses the smaller research vessels.  Having at minimum one new, capable vessel for research 
on each of the three US coasts is essential to support the needs of the nation. 
  
Sincerely, 
 
RCRV Subcommittee of the Fleet Improvement Committee: 

Dr. David Bradley, Chair 
Dr. Joan Bernhard 
Dr. Greg Cutter 
Dr. Alexander Shor 
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Figure 1.  NSF Ocean Research Program Budgets by Science Discipline (1995 – 2014) [Chart 
provided by NSF] 
 

 
 
 
 



 

 

Figure 2:  UNOLS Vessel Capability Chart (sheet 1 of 2) 

 
 
 



 

 

Figure 2:  UNOLS Vessel Capability Chart (sheet 2 of 2) 

 


