10/6/2011

Dear NCAC Administrative Advisors, 

The NCRA Office has received several comments from your committees regarding the usefulness and importance of NC Advisory Committees.  Some NCAC members feel that the NCRA/MRC members disregard the NCAC comments, especially when the NCAC has suggested approving the project and the NCRA/MRC suggests revision or termination. Please assure your committees that NCAC COMMENTS TRULY ARE IMPORTANT. MRC reviews and decisions probably agree with the NCAC recommendations more often than not.  Where the MRC and NCACs disagree, the MRC's decisions are well-documented and open to re-consideration based on input from the AA or others with a stake in a particular Committee.  Disagreement, not necessarily a bad thing, demonstrates that we're working on things that matter to people and it's not uncommon for people to have different opinions about important matters.  The key idea is that we run a fair and open process and do our best to document our work. The MRC has often found the NCAC reviews to be of very high quality, and members have even individually extended compliments from time to time.  Also, the MRC often receives more than one NCAC review on most projects, and committees sometimes disagree with one another.  The NCRA Office and the MRC thought it would be useful to you, as AAs of the NCACs, to provide insight into the NCRA/MRC review process.  PLEASE SHARE THIS INFORMATION WITH YOUR NCAC MEMBERS!

Process: 

· All new proposals are due December 1 of the year prior to the project's termination (except in the case of a completely new proposal) 

· All SAES-422 forms are due within 60 days of a project's annual meeting.  Failing to meet this requirement will result in cancellation of the next year's annual meeting or worse, possible project termination.  

· Administrative Advisors review the new proposals (using the same review forms as the NCAC reviewers) by December 15.  

· NCACs may access the new proposals beginning January 1.  The NCRA office also sends the NCACs the AA review forms via PDF for use during their reviews.  

· The NCACs are considered the initial reviewers of proposals.  Their comments may complement those of the MRC (see below).  

· The NCACs and MRC need to see the same proposal.  Therefore, NO PROPOSAL REVISIONS should take place until the NCRA/MRC has made its recommendations.  

· The NCACs submit their review forms into NIMSS (one per reviewed proposal per NCAC) by mid-February. The NCAC AA or chair should contact the NCRA office to be sure the reviewer is assigned access to upload the review into NIMSS.
· The MRC reviews projects with the help of the NCAC expert reviews.

· The MRC meets ~March 15 to make its recommendations, which are then forward to the NCRA during their meeting, normally at the end of March.  

· The MRC recommendation provides the ultimate/final review of the proposal, usually approved by the NCRA.  These recommendations suggest either proposal approval or attempt to provide specific recommendations to the committees under review.  They often refer to the NCAC comments, where applicable.  Thus, it saves time for both the committee under review, as well as the MRC, if the proposal is not edited by the committee until AFTER the NCRA/MRC recommendation is sent.  

· If the proposal is approved, the NCRA forwards NC-type projects to NIFA for final approval.  The NCRA approves NCCC/NCERA-type proposals immediately.  

· If the MRC requests minor revision, the committee will have the opportunity to revise the proposal by June 1.  The NCRA has entrusted the MRC to approve the proposal on their behalf so it does not need to come before the NCRA again in July.  

· If the MRC requests major revision, the committee will have the opportunity to revise the proposal by June 1.  The proposal will then come before the NCRA again in July, where the revisions will be reviewed again by the MRC with a recommendation going to the NCRA directors during the July meeting.  

· If the NCRA denies a project, they deny it completely OR the MRC suggests that the committee become an NCDC (Development Committee) for two years to refocus its efforts.  

· The NCRA/MRC meets in July and September to make any remaining recommendations.  

What happens during the MRC meetings?
· Five Station Directors serve on the MRC, accompanied by the NCRA Executive Director and Assistant Director.  
· The MRC members now meet via teleconference ~mid-March to go over proposals up for review.  
· Each project is assigned a primary/lead reviewer.  The lead reviews the project in advance of the teleconference, then makes his/her case during the call, and then the MRC chair opens discussion to the group.  The primary reviewer takes notes during this discussion and revises/adds to his/her original recommendation.  

· In recent years, MRC deliberations have placed a greater emphasis on accountability.  The “bar has been raised” on several different levels.  Each year, the MRC members can plainly see the committees that stand out as “model” projects.
· When the MRC approves a proposal, it typically has high writing quality as compared to those that require revision or are denied.  These proposals state clearly and concisely the importance of the research.  Approved proposals also have NO MISSING PROPOSAL SECTIONS (a big problem in recent years where committees simply leave sections blank because they think it doesn’t apply to them).  
· Has the committee submitted its SAES-422 annual reports according to the NCRA reporting requirements (within 60 days of the annual meeting)?  If not, the committee has not provided a reason for the NCRA to continue funding them – how are the SAES directors (five of which sit on the MRC), not to mention other national stakeholders, supposed to know what their funding if the committee does not provide this one report to the association every year? 

· On a national level, the MRC examines internal and external linkage standards.  How do station participants interact in a truly multistate way?  Why will a multistate project succeed where an individual project cannot? Are the roles of each participating station laid out clearly within the proposal?  How can this committee’s research feed on and collaborate with other multistate research projects? 
· Other factors taken into account by the MRC: 

· Outreach/Technology Transfer: To what extent has the project been involved with stakeholders? 

· Outputs – Does the committee publish routinely and as necessary? Has the committee hosted or taken part in workshops or seminars? 

· Impacts – Has the committee made quantitative impacts? (Qualitative impacts are considered outputs – tangible impacts are best in conveying research importance to stakeholders.)

· External funding

· How does the committee gauge success? Are there timelines and benchmarks? 

· Does the title include too much academic jargon which will not translate to stakeholders? Does the title accurately reflect the purpose of the research? 

· Does the proposal contain too much jargon? 

· Participation: Is there a lack of expertise on the project? Are there stations missing that should be included? 

· Objectives: Are there too many to accomplish in five years? Are the objectives attainable? Are they quantitative instead of qualitative? 

· Is there a valid reason for the SAES directors to support the new project?  Has the committee done a CRIS search to ensure no overlap with other committees, not only regionally, but nationally as well?  Is the research idea novel or does it enhance research that has already been conducted?  Clearly, why should this project not join with other projects similar in nature? 
· Enthusiasm of the researchers; meeting participation

· Progress since the midterm review 

Other information for committees:

To reiterate the information above, this memo includes text lifted directly from the MRF Guidelines.  This verbiage describes the purpose and criteria of NC-, NCCC-, and NCERA-type projects.  We have also included the section on roles and responsibilities of the NC Advisory Committees.  However, we believe that the review forms also cover these criteria.  

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact the NCRA office (ncra@cals.wisc.edu).  

Role of Various NCRA Projects
Multistate Research Projects:  The membership of a Multistate Research Project is called the technical committee, and is made up of SAES scientists, an AA, CSREES representative, other public and private sector scientists, and as applicable, extension specialists and/or extension agents. This type of activity involves cooperative, jointly planned research employing multidisciplinary approaches in which a SAES, working with other SAESs, the Agricultural Research Service (ARS), or a college or university, cooperates to solve problems that concern more than one state and usually more than one region. In addition, the following must be demonstrated in the project proposal:

1. The objectives are clearly focused.

2. Each participant listed has direct involvement in the accomplishment of the stated objectives.

3. The project is multistate and multidisciplinary

4. The project proposal has been peer-reviewed.

5. The proposed project is oriented toward accomplishment of specific outcomes and impacts and based on priorities developed from stakeholder input.

6. The project is responsive to CSREES goals.

NC Projects: The "engine" of the multistate research program is the collection of funded, technical committees.  In the North Central Region, these are referred to as NC committees and the associated projects as NC projects. The format for Multistate Research Projects appears in Appendix A.  Steps for development and approval of Multistate Research projects are described in the AA checklist and proposal time line (Appendix O).  Forms to be completed are discussed under Reporting.  Format for meeting minutes in shown in Appendix Q.  Projects are reviewed, in most cases, every five years with a midterm review within the third year of existence.  

Multistate Research Coordinating Committees (CC) and Education/Extension and Research Activity (ERA): The membership of a CC or an ERA is made up of an AA, CSREES representative, scientists, and as applicable, extension specialists and/or extension agents. A CC or ERA provides opportunity for scientists, specialists, and others to work cooperatively to solve problems that concern more than one state, share research data, and coordinate research and other types of activities. This is presently one of the most common mechanisms for functionally integrated activities such as the regional IPM programs. The format for requesting establishment of a CC or ERA appears in Appendix B. These activities are reviewed and approved by the sponsoring regional association. (Appendices J and K are suggested as guidelines for regional associations).  The steps for development and approval of Multistate Research CCs and ERAs are described in Appendix N.

NCCC Committees:  In the NCRA, CCs are referred to as NCCC Committees and provide a mechanism for addressing critical regional issues where multistate coordination or information exchange is appropriate within a function (ie. research, education or extension); have expected outcomes; convey knowledge; and are peer reviewed.  The format for NCCC projects appears in Appendix B.  These activities are reviewed and approved by the sponsoring regional association. (Appendices J and K are suggested as guidelines for regional associations).  The steps for development and approval of CCs are described in the AA checklist and proposal time line (Appendix O).  The duration of the committee can be up to five years.  Membership of the committee is comprised of scientists appointed by participating state research and extension directors, as appropriate.  There is one voting member per SAES, but participation by others is an option of each director.  Meetings are held annually, with provisions for interim meetings upon authorization by the administrative advisor.  Minutes are required 60 days after the meeting.  (See Appendix Q for an example of minutes.)  The review and approval procedures and deadlines for NCCC committees are the same as for NC projects except that the request format is different and requests are limited to three pages.

NCERA Committees:  In the NCRA, ERAs are referred to as NCERA Committees and serve to integrate education (academic and/or extension) and research on a particular topic where multistate coordination or information exchange is appropriate; have expected outcomes; convey knowledge; and are peer reviewed. The format for NCERA projects appears in Appendix B.  These activities are reviewed and approved by the sponsoring regional association. (Appendices J and K are suggested as guidelines for regional associations).  The steps for development and approval of NCERAs are described in the AA checklist and proposal time line (Appendix O).  The duration of the committee can be up to five years.  Membership of the committee is comprised of scientists appointed by participating state research and extension directors, as appropriate.  There is one voting member per SAES, but participation by others is an option of each director.  Meetings are held annually, with provisions for interim meetings upon authorization by the administrative advisor.  Minutes are required 60 days after the meeting.  (See Appendix Q for an example of minutes.)  The review and approval procedures and deadlines for NCERA committees are the same as for NC projects except that the request format is different and requests are limited to three pages.

Integrated Multistate Activities: Any of the above types of activities may be suitable as an integrated activity with CES.  Extension specialists and agents may be invited to participate in any activity deemed appropriate by the responsible research and extension directors.  The sponsoring regional association of SAES or CES Directors will document extension's participation.  It is the responsibility of CES Directors to document expenditures through appropriate reporting mechanisms. 
Research Advisory Committees:  An advisory committee is most commonly made up of university department heads/chairs, or other institutional managers, along with an AA and sometimes an agency representative.  Advisory committees provide stakeholder linkages, technical advice and review to regional associations.  These committees operate under the purview of regional associations and in the NCRA, these are called NCACs.

NCACs:  The principal responsibilities of NCACs are to advise the directors on multistate research priorities; to review ongoing multistate research and proposals for new multistate projects/committees; and to advise the directors on overall quality control for the program of multistate research.  Committees are made up of department-level administrators. The duration of the committee is indefinite. Meetings are held annually, with the provision of interim meetings upon authorization by the administrative advisor.  Meeting minutes are required 60 days after the meeting.  The committee reports to the MRC and NCRA regarding status and recommended action to be taken on existing and proposed multistate committees.  The committees' functions are to identify priority areas for multistate research; perform critical evaluation of ongoing multistate research; information exchange, coordination, planning on matters of common concern; and others as may be appropriate to mission of conducting multistate research. Each year, NCACs will:

· Rate all ongoing projects/committees under their purview.

· Identify apparent duplication in the multistate research program.

· Characterize future multistate research needs.

· Review proposals for NC and NCCC/NCERA activities.

· Review requests for continuation of ongoing activities. 

· Conduct critical midterm evaluations of NC projects and NCCC/NCERAs during the third year of existence.

NCACs must receive requests for such reviews from NC, NCCC/NCERA administrative advisors by December 1 (NCACs usually meet in January/February). 

NC projects will be reviewed critically by the NCAC(s) during the third year of existence.  This input, including an evaluation of progress toward objectives, quality of science, and scientist participation and meeting attendance, will be based on:

· SAES-422 (Appendix D)

· Meeting minutes (Appendix P)

· Administrative advisor evaluations (Appendix I)

The midterm evaluation of NC projects by NCAC(s) should be shared with the chair of the project; the administrative advisor; the chair of the MRC  and the Office of the Executive Director.  NCAC inputs must reach the Directors' MRC three weeks before the spring NCRA meeting.  Recommendations to the MRC regarding requests for revisions of projects will be based on this review plus other information made available to the NCAC(s). 

Requests to the MRC for new NC committees will require appropriate NCAC recommendations.  These must reach the MRC three weeks before any given MRC meeting. 

NCCC/NCERA committees will be evaluated by NCAC(s) during the third year of existence.  This input, including an evaluation of progress toward objectives and scientist participation, will be based on meeting minutes and other information provided.  Critical midterm evaluations of NCCC/NCERA projects by NCACs should be shared as directed for NC projects.  These must reach the MRC three weeks before the spring NCRA meeting.  Recommendations to the MRC regarding requests for revisions of committees will be based on this evaluation, the revised objectives, and other information made available to the NCAC(s).

Descriptions and Regional Designations 

of Multistate Activities

	Description
	Northeast Region
	North Central Region
	Southern Region
	Western Region

	Multistate Research Project 

Projects that involve integrated, potentially interdisciplinary, and multistate activities; have expected outcomes, including original research results; convey knowledge; and are peer reviewed.
	NE-xxx
	NC-xxx
	S-xxx
	W-xxx

	500 Series 

Committees formed, for a maximum of two years, to provide a mechanism for response to acute crises, emergencies, and opportunities using the multistate research approach. Activities may range from formally organized research on targeted objectives to very informal research coordination or information exchange activity, depending on the circumstances; have expected outcomes; convey knowledge; and are peer reviewed.
	NE-5xx
	NC-5xx
	S-5xx
	W-5xx

	National Research Support Project (NRSP) 

Activities that focuses on the development of enabling technologies, support activities (such as to collect, assemble, store, and distribute materials, resources and information), or the sharing of facilities needed to accomplish high priority research, but which is not of itself primarily research; funded through off-the-top MRF Hatch appropriations; and are peer reviewed.
	NRSP-xx
	NRSP-xx
	NRSP-xx
	NRSP-xx

	Coordinating Committees 

Activities that provide a mechanism for addressing critical regional issues where multistate coordination or information exchange is appropriate within a function (ie. research, education or extension); have expected outcomes; convey knowledge; and are peer reviewed.
	NECC-xxx
	NCCC-xxx
	SCC-xxx
	WCC-xxx

	Education/Extension and Research Activity 

Activities that serve to integrate education (academic and/or extension) and research on a particular topic where multistate coordination or information exchange is appropriate; have expected outcomes; convey knowledge; and are peer reviewed.
	NEERA-xxx
	NCERA-xxx
	SERA-xxx
	WERA-xxx

	Development Committee 

Committees of duration less than two years for the purpose of developing a Multistate Activity; have the expected outcome of a full proposal for a particular Multistate Activity; and are peer reviewed.
	NEDC-xxx
	NCDC-xxx
	SDC-xxx
	WDC-xxx

	Advisory Committee 

 Committees of department chairs/heads from a particular discipline that exchange information and serve a multistate administrative function through review of multistate activities, but are not peer reviewed.
	NEAC-xx
	NCAC-xx
	SAC-xx
	WAC-xx


