Overall Assessment of National Program 205

Factors to Consider in Qualitative Scoring of the Effectiveness of Research in Addressing the Problem Area:

Research Quality—Performance of research in terms of quality of results.

Research Scope—Depth, breadth and geographical coverage of research.

Research Impact—Actual or anticipated benefits of the research to the end-users,

scientific communities, and the broader society.

Score Definitions: Low Effectiveness (0-3), Medium Effectiveness (4-6), and High

Effectiveness (7-10)

Score for Quality: 8

Score for Scope: 6

Score for Impact: 6

Total Score: 7

Rationale for Scoring:

Quality

The quality of the research is almost uniformly good to excellent based mainly on the number of refereed publications in quality scientific journals. Publishing in quality journals also gave a “third party” validation of scientific quality.

Scope

The planned components and problem areas were “inventory” in scope and not really national priorities. Many areas were too localized to be classified “a national program or initiative”. For each component, it was also hard to see an integrated effort within and among ARS units. This was especially true for integration across the different national programs. Although this problem probably originated with the original action plan (Attachment Two) being put together in an inventory fashion, it definitely affected the committee’s final score for scope that can only be described as moderate. This problem should be avoided when developing the next action plan.

Impact

The impact to the scientific community is good, with strong tangible outcomes of journal papers. However, in many problem areas of all components, there is very little evidence of delivery or use of the research findings or developed technologies by ARS stakeholders. Again, our assessment tool may have been the problem because it specifically stated that the panel should judge impact around the question of “For past research, what are the actual or anticipated benefits of the research to the end-users, scientific communities, and the broader society?” There was never a clear path to showing benefits to end-users (interpreted as farmers, ranchers, land management planners, etc.).

Recommendations for Improving Research:

1. Clearly draft the next action plan around national research priorities. The panel would suggest the following as potential national priorities: Understanding and managing water

resources, Understanding and managing carbon sequestration, Understanding and managing animal behavior-integrated crop-livestock systems, Managing forage resources,

Understanding and managing the forage-livestock interface, Livestock systems to minimize environmental impacts, Management for restoration of degraded grasslands, etc.

2. For pasture and range research, the ARS must develop an overall research plan based on the identified national priorities. The plan must be coordinated across fewer national programs and be integrated among appropriate locations. Once this is accomplished each individual location must then clarify and identify how and what they contribute to this identified national priority areas. These individual locations will continue to contribute to local or regional needs while helping to elucidate principles of national priority. These efforts should be based on understanding overarching scientific principles and processes and their implications for practices.

3. The main problems encountered with assessment of NP 205 are probably the same for all the national programs. For impact, we were asked to assess the “actual” benefits to the end-users. For this, one obvious problem was the lack of a tangible system to deliver research to their stakeholders, or to work directly with others who can make this delivery. This will mean investing funds into this effort. To say ARS only does research, but that extension of their research information and products is not their mandate as others will do it, is simply naïve and does not work. Delivery to stakeholders is either a mandate for the agency or it is not; a decision must be made. Another problem was the lack of clearly stated metrics designed to measure impacts. In general, while the research results were relevant to real-world problems, and the desired impacts were worthwhile, there were no clearly stated metrics to show impacts due to the efforts of ARS. Often, those that were stated were vague and not measurable.

4. Assess the economic value of the research results as an important measure of impact. This could improve the probability of adoption by end users.

5. There must be more integration of activities both within and among national programs. There were several instances within NP205 (e.g. carbon sequestration) where the individual reviewers knew of more work being done, but it was not listed specifically under 205. We suspected this was due to too many programs or lack of coordination.

6. We understand the reality of the “earmark” funding process, but future “earmarks” should address NP 205 national priorities. Failure to do this only leads to more fragmentation of initiatives and loss of focus. A case must be made to those who appropriate funds that this is the only way to make the program national in scope.

7. Continue with the mandate of publishing research in quality refereed journals.
