Purple Group

1. Question 1. Was the previous action plan appropriate?

Yes, any problems that occurred were more likely due to implementation. For example, the scientific environment changed over the past five years.

2. Has progress been made.

Yes, goals under component 1 were the developed to the greatest extent. This is likely due to the high level of activity in these areas in the US over the past 5 years. Also, work under component one actually forms the foundation for other work listed under component 2 and 3. In the case of components 2 and 3, infrastructure was developed that can serve to speed advances over the next few years. 

3. Strengths and weaknesses…

Strengths:  Other than the overall good plan and progress made the group identified the following strengths:

A. ARS interaction with universities and other institutions was a very positive factor.

B. The past plan showed flexibility as demonstrated by the ability to shift funds to Biology Risk Assessment when it was identified as a priority area.

      Weakness:  The group identified the following areas of weaknesses or         

      areas that could use additional attention.

A. Under the general area of interaction/ networking

i. Interactions with Universities. Some ARS policies work against strong interactions. For example, need for flexibility in CRIS funding to allow for the support of graduate students.

ii. Interactions with other National Plans. Example, apparently bioinformatics/ computational biology is well developed in NP301, with which NP302 has close interactions. However, these interactions are not well described in the documents provided. Not clear whether additional bioinformatics efforts are required in NP302.

iii. Interactions with NP302. For example, suggestion was made for an annual NP302 scientist meeting to allow for an exchange of information and opportunities to build collaborations, etc.

B. Funding…suggestion was made to change policies to allow pooling of resourcdes across CRISs to allow for more efficient use of funds and to allow larger projects to be addressed.

C. Outreach to stakeholders, other groups…More effort needs to be made here. For example, improvements in the ARS website would be helpful.

D. There was quite a bit of discussion that addressed the issue of what is a realistic and unique role for ARS and ARS scientists. The recommendation was made that the group address this question directly and try to draft a consensus statement that could be used to define this role and set policy. 

As example, should the ARS play a unique role by focusing on crops? The ARS is in a unique position in that its incentive system supports not only discovery research but also development of ideas leading to the market place. How quickly and effectively can model species research be translated to crop species? Is ARS in a unique position to carry out comparative and translational genomic research to bring model species research to crops?  Consensus that, over the next 5 years, the technology gap between model species and crop plants will narrow. If true, then the impetus for model research will diminish and more primary work can be done in the crop.

The past action plan did not adequately foresee the prevalence and impact of model systems.

E. There was a sense of frustration on the part of ARS scientists that they should be taken a leadership role in large scale research projects (e.g., crop genome sequencing). ARS scientists are in an excellent position to lead efforts to develop a consensus among the scientific, stakeholder, and federal agencies to support such large scale projects directed at crop species.

F. When the final plan is developed, the recommendation was that as much effort should be put into the implementation plan as is put into formalizing the goals and objectives of the effort.

G. Finally, there was criticism of the lack of uniformity in ARS policies. For example, regional differences in policy over whether ARS scientists can serve as PI on federal (e.g., NSF) grants, lack of uniformity over importance of graduate student training and hiring of graduate students from CRIS funds, etc.


