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Follow-up comments by 
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University of Idaho

These written comments are a follow-up to the comments provided by UI personnel before the Berkeley workshop.  They are derived from the oral testimony by Dr. Parrish at the workshop and from conversations that she had at the workshop.

Cost-shifting

Several people at the Berkeley workshop testified that changes in rules by various agencies have resulted in massive administrative cost-shifting to universities.  Dr. Parrish testified that, in ESPCoR states, this cost-shifting is even more damaging because the small universities in these states do not have the same levels of financial flow-through and the flexibility that results from that.  Moreover, in times when legislatures are reducing funding for higher education and research, universities in small states can be impacted disproportionately.  

This situation is aggravated further by the very large matching requirements of many agencies that operate under EPSCoR.  Some agencies require such large matching that the only way to meet the matching is to forego all indirect cost recovery and summer salaries.  This means that not only must the universities bear the burden of the same kind of administrative cost-shifting that all states are experiencing, but have their administrative flexibility reduced even further.  As Dean of Science at UI, I have had to consider not allowing faculty to apply for EPSCoR grants from some agencies because I cannot afford to support a large research effort that brings in no overhead; these grants often include building or renovating space, hiring, and other costs that require substantial administrative input. 

This completely subverts the purpose of the EPSCoR program, which is to increase the diversity of the research effort (and therefore the research might) of the country.

Time = money

The lack of consistency in guidelines for proposals to different agencies not only imposes an additional administrative burden but also requires a tremendous amount of time and attention to detail on the part of everyone from the PI to the Dean.  This adds to the administrative costs, but it is a “hidden” cost in that it mostly takes up a large amount of a lot of people’s time.  Time is the most undervalued resource, but it has real costs to the research enterprise, in two ways.  First, at the level of the PI, it takes time away from research.  Second, at all levels, it is expensive in that the extra time required to make sure that proposals have followed the proper guidelines for a particular agency costs between $15-75/hour, with an emphasis in the middle of the range (where most PIs sit; this is including benefits).  

Mid-career faculty

Although somewhat off the subject of the main point of the workshop, I was encouraged to submit the following testimony, which was excerpted from remarks I made to the Geosciences Advisory Committee at NSF.

As faculty progress and establish their research reputations, they are obligated by their institutions to take on heavier workloads in teaching and service, and because of the time pressures, may get out of synch with the rapid changes in funding trends.  They may also become trapped by their successes – there is strong pressure from reviewers that actually discourages scientists from trying to enter new fields, even when the fields in which they established themselves are no longer being adequately funded.  That they have already proven themselves as researchers is not recognized when they try to change fields to keep up with  funding trends.  This is in contrast to younger researchers who have no previous reputation in any particular field and thus are given the benefit of the doubt when entering the professions.  Thus, quite a lot of experienced, proven intellectual power embodied in senior faculty is potentially being wasted.  Some faculty members may have as much as 10-15 years of their research lifetime remaining.  This has repercussions for the future workforce as well.  Students who observe previously highly successful faculty struggling to get funding become very discouraged, not only by the lack of funding success but by the increasing workloads they see their advisors taking on. 

