Date:
30 August 2013
From:
UNOLS Council Non-operator Committee (Deborah Steinberg, Chair; John Morrison, and Greg Cutter)

To: 
NSF and ONR (hereafter ‘the Agencies’)
Subj: 
Response to document “2014 U.S. Academic Research Fleet Operations Support Findings and Recommendations”
Ref:
The above document (submitted to Dr. Peter Ortner-UNOLS Chair, 25 June 2013)
The following comments are intended to help further inform the Agencies’ decisions regarding the significant challenges facing our research fleet, as reflected in the “2014 U.S. Academic Research Fleet Operations Support Findings and Recommendations.” In formulating our response, the UNOLS Council Non-operator Committee has considered inputs from operators/ institutions, as well as from members of the UNOLS community (both Council and non-Council) who provided comments in response to the “2014 U.S. Academic Research Fleet Operations Support Findings and Recommendations” document.  The UNOLS Council was also given an opportunity to review this response. We have additionally obtained data from the UNOLS office to better illustrate our response.  
We focus our comments on three themes that have received the most comment/input and relevant to the “Agency Decisions and Recommendations”: 
(A) Cautions concerning using ship time request/demand data upon which to base decisions regarding the research fleet. 
(B) The Agencies’  “…decision to proceed with plans to retire the R/V Point Sur from service during CY 2014.”  
(C) The Agencies’ statement,  “NSF and ONR recommend the operators of all ships find ways to reduce costs and seek appropriate opportunities to support research and education programs by other funding sources, including institutional funds. “

First, we address (A) ship time request/ demand:  
1. Key considerations for how the UNOLS academic fleet can best support the research of the oceanographic community include: (1) meeting scientific needs; (2) geographic availability; (3) cost of operations; (4) quality of operations; (5) sharing the “pain;” and (6) diversity of operators. The first consideration, scientific need, has the highest priority. In this regard, ship time requests–a proxy for scientific need–from 2008 onward (when redundant requests were removed from the system) have essentially remained constant, indicating the scientific demand/need is unchanged (Figure 1). Although there is wide community need for the UNOLS fleet, the funding to meet this demand has decreased; as one respondent wrote, “Right-sized for budgets is not necessarily right-sized for science demand.” Therefore, choices concerning downsizing the fleet need to consider that the overall demand is unchanged, and how decisions regarding downsizing affect the longer-term fleet composition (see ‘B’ below). Indeed, UNOLS would like to work with the Agencies to correct the misconception that ship time demand is down overall, and avoid the corollary that demand, especially by early career scientists, will in fact decrease as these oceanographers perceive that they don’t need to go to sea (e.g., due to increasing use of autonomous instruments), or think that their proposals are less likely to get funded if they request ship time (as suggested in a recent UNOLS on-line survey) – before it becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.
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Figure 1.  Ship time requests recorded over the last decade.  Note: only post-2008 data are considered in (A)1. above; there was a change in data compilation beginning in 2008, when the new UNOLS scheduling system eliminated redundancy in requests, creating an erroneous impression of a drop in requests after 2007. (Data provided by UNOLS office.)
2.  To ensure policy decisions, especially those concerning changes in fleet size or composition, are being based on the most reliable data possible, a better way of forecasting ship time demand is needed.  This may require reverting back to reporting by the Agencies in September, after funding decisions are made.  As illustrated in Table 1, the actual days of ship time required are always higher than projected, and the discrepancy is increased substantially when data used for fleet recommendations is extracted in May vs. in August/September. While we recognize the Agencies switched to an earlier date to allow sufficient lead time for operators of vessels that were being retired to act accordingly, the decisions need to be based on the best/most relevant data available, and we suggest working together to come up with a plan that will facilitate this. 
Table 1.  Discrepancy between # ship days projected and actual ship days funded. Note increase in discrepancy when data extracted earlier in the year.  TBD- to be determined.  (Data provided by UNOLS office.)
	Operating yr.
	Date data taken for agency letter
	# Days Projected
	# Days Actual
	% Increase in actual days

	2010
	Aug. 18, 2009
	3541
	4011
	12%

	2011
	Sept 9, 2010
	3169
	3801
	17%

	2012
	Sept. 19, 2011
	2776
	3397
	18%

	2013
	May 22, 2012
	2407
	3607
	33%

	2014
	June 17, 2013
	2561
	TBD
	TBD


Next, we address (B), which relates to the decision to proceed with plans to retire the R/V Point Sur:
While it is clear that the Pt. Sur continues to post a light projected schedule, the Non-Operator’s Committee is concerned that the decision to retire the R/V Point Sur during CY2014 is premature for the following reasons:
1. The R/V Point Sur is to be retired prior to any commitment on construction of the new Regional Class Research Vessels (RCRVs).  

2. The replacement Ocean Class vessels (238 ft) are now reaching a Global size (235-279 ft.) and the latest RCRV design refresh shows a vessel similar to (175 ft.) most Intermediate Class vessels (168-178 ft.). We are concerned that the economy and the access currently provided by the R/V Point Sur (and similarly smaller-sized vessels) will be replaced by larger and more expensive vessels.

3. Removal of the Point Sur from the fleet will presumably offset only a small portion of the projected fleet-wide cost overruns (as outlined in detail in the 2012 Non-Operators Committee response letter to the Agencies). Placing all the Point Sur projected science aboard another vessel, presumably the Oceanus, may not be a significant cost savings because the higher cost of operation of the Oceanus. The Sproul and the Barnes are other options, but see #4 below.
4. Maintaining a smaller, less expensive vessel in the academic research fleet will be an increasingly valuable asset. This is especially true on the West coast, where if the Pt. Sur is retired, the Sproul would soon be the only remaining vessel in this size range (with the Barnes projected for retirement in 2017).  On the East coast and Gulf coast the community still has access to several similar-sized vessels (RVs Sharp, Pelican, and Walton Smith). The removal of the Point Sur is not consistent with the goal of adequate geographic distribution of vessels (and we note the high concentration of marine research/ institutions in the Monterey Bay area).
5. There is increasing research focus on coastal research (e.g., the crosscutting NSF Coastal SEES program focused on the sustainability of coastal systems), which can be done more cheaply and efficiently on smaller, regional vessels.

6. Critical educational opportunities could be lost from the community along with the loss of another smaller vessel such as the Point Sur.  Such educational activities would be significantly more (and likely prohibitively) expensive on larger vessels.  
The R/V Point Sur is an effective, economical, well maintained, and strategically-placed UNOLS’ asset. We question, as one respondent put it, whether it is “prudent to decommission a vessel in response to relatively shorter-term budget oscillations (i.e., the sequester)”, with no committed replacement. We recommend a continued “grace period” in which Moss Landing Marine Laboratories can attempt to deal with operational and layup costs and mount additional efforts to create or expand consortia, and some of the above cost savings (#3 above) can be determined using the current years’ data.
Finally, we briefly address (C), which relates to reducing costs and seeking other funding sources:
This was an issue also examined in detail in the 2012 Non-Operators Committee response letter to the Agencies, and here we add a few more suggestions to consider.  There were several suggestions related to whether there could be a significant cost saving by consolidating purchases from national or regional suppliers, for example an over-the-side equipment insurance pool, or consolidated fuel or supplies purchasing.  In addition, more onus could be placed on scientists, and NSF program managers, to more carefully consider the size of ship that is required for a newly-funded project.  In some cases, a smaller vessel may be adequate for a project in which a larger, more expensive vessel is requested.
In closing, we strongly emphasize the need for continued close interaction and communication among ship operators and the agencies responsible for providing and funding the academic research fleet.
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