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Executive Summary
Consultation across a broad range of stakeholders in the Marine National Facility (MNF) revealed that the
MNF team, the equipment, including Investigator, available to research and other activities, and the
processes by which access to the MNF have been managed were very highly regarded. The MNF was
universally viewed as an outstanding national asset of international standard. Recent additional funding
that allows Investigator to be at sea for 300 days per year, its full capacity, was welcomed by everyone.
It is clear, however, that the changes in operating conditions enabled by increased funding will be
enhanced by amending the processes by which access to the MNF has been managed to date. Most
recommendations in this report entail revision or extension of existing process rather than wholesale
redesign of those processes. There are exceptions, however, in particular in aspects of the processes of
assessing applications. Most changes recommended in this report are well supported by stakeholders,
notwithstanding the fact that some people inevitably will disagree with some recommendations.
A key feature underlying many of the following recommendations is a shift in practice from an almost
completely ‘responsive’ mode of deploying Investigator to a more strategic, priority-driven mode, at least
in part. There are material efficiency and opportunity costs likely in deploying Investigator largely or only
at the behest of those applying for sea-time. The fact that Investigator is Australia’s only dedicated bluewater research vessel also means that it is important to recognise a broader mandate for its operation
than simply being dedicated to a narrow research focus. That approach arguably is not the one most
appropriate to a unique, publicly-funded facility expected to operate primarily in the national interest. A
corollary of the shift to more strategic deployment is that the MNF is encouraged to seek agreement with
the Integrated Marine Observing System (IMOS) on more secure mechanisms than those now used to
service priority IMOS infrastructure.
The modes of accessing MNF vessels by the research community, users with some funding, or industry
that have existed for many years largely are supported, though with more consistent and transparent
criteria for access of each type. The prospect of allocating granted research voyages to vessels other
than Investigator to accommodate user-funded voyages also is supported, provided those alternative
platforms are fit-for-purpose and doing so results in overall net increase in national benefit. The task of
brokering alternative arrangements to accommodate demand for sea-time that exceeds supply of
Investigator capacity ideally should be managed across the national, but operationally fragmented, ‘fleet’
of research vessels but will need to be managed unilaterally by the MNF until such a nationally
coordinated system is secured.
The criteria by which the MNF has assessed applications for granted voyages were supported by
stakeholders in general but also were considered to need revision. I accordingly have recommended a
relatively major overhaul of those criteria to improve clarity, transparency, and relevance to a more
strategic mode of operation by the MNF. Consideration of criteria more explicitly focussed on technology
development and education and training also is recommended.
The processes by which applications are assessed against those criteria also could do with some
revision, in particular to improve impartiality, diminish the prospect of (unintended) bias, increase fairness
across disciplines, and secure greater independence of assessments by the Scientific Advisory
Committee and National Benefit Assessment Panel. Increased opportunity for rejoinder to assessor
comments also is suggested.
The MNF has an established record of supporting education through provision of berths for the CAPSTAN
and Educator on Board programs during some voyages. The MNF also clearly states its support for
education and training, broadly defined, during primary research voyages, but the ways in which that
support was provided in application assessments and voyage allocations was obscure in places. There
was very strong support from stakeholders for the MNF to play a major role in supporting development of
future generations of researchers and technicians. I have recommended that the MNF clarify and elevate
mechanisms for meeting those expectations.
The MNF team always has faced considerable challenges in scheduling its various vessels each year for
maximum affordable operational time at sea of greatest advantage to approved projects. Those
challenges increased materially with arrival of Investigator and its greater capability than any of its
predecessors. They now have been notched-up again with the opportunity, and expectation, that
Investigator will be at sea for 300 days each year. I recommend a more structured and strategic
approach to scheduling, aligned with a more deliberate operating strategy. The recommendations I make
in this regard are intended to increase scheduling flexibility, optimise use of the ship, hopefully make it
easier to meet scheduling challenges, and diminish the prospects that important research opportunities
will be forgone simply because of (largely arbitrary) scheduling constraints.
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Introduction
The Marine National Facility (MNF) has been funded by the Australian Government and operated by the
CSIRO since 1984. The currently stated purpose of the MNF is to ”... provide a blue-water research
capability to Australian marine researchers and their international collaborators1”. A blue-water research
vessel has been, and remains, the primary capability of the MNF but a range of additional observation
and sampling tools also are provided for use on the vessel, usually at no additional cost to researchers.
The MNF has included three vessels since its inception: ORV Franklin (1985–2000), RV Southern
Surveyor (2002–2014), and RV Investigator (since 2014). Investigator is a new, purpose-built vessel for
multi-disciplinary marine and atmospheric research with accommodation for 40 researchers, a steaming
range of 10,000 nautical miles, and capacity for voyages of up to 60 days.
Investigator was designed for 300 days of operational sea-time per year. Operational funding for
Investigator initially allowed for up to 180 sea-days of full-funded ‘granted’ voyages, which were allocated
to applicants through a competitive ‘research merit’ process based on assessment of science excellence,
national benefit and track record. Successful applicants for ‘granted’ ship time were not required to pay
for vessel costs or use of most MNF equipment. This ‘Type 1’ allocation reflects the primary purpose and
mechanism for allocating sea-time on the MNF vessel.
The remaining 120 days of potential sea-time for Investigator was available for other activities approved
under one of two additional categories of ‘user funded voyages’. Type 2 activities were those where
vessel and equipment costs were part-paid by the contracting user (typically a research agency and its
collaborators) with some subsidy by the MNF. These activities were expected to include those where a
client from government or the private sector had funding for specific research or survey activities needing
MNF capability and there also was clear collateral research benefit delivered through collaboration with a
research provider. Type 3 activities essentially were commercial in nature, typically with only limited or no
public research benefit, where the full costs of the vessel would be charged to the approved user on a
fully commercial, competitively neutral basis. The latter two categories of use respectively have taken-up
0–61 and 0 days of Investigator sea-time in each year since the ship was commissioned. This pattern of
use broadly is consistent with that for Southern Surveyor during the decade before Investigator arrived.
The Australian Government in its 2018 budget increased operational funding for the MNF to provide for
300 days of full-funded granted voyages on Investigator for “merit research”, starting from July 1 2018.
This funding was consistent with the original intent for Investigator, and welcomed by the marine research
community, but precipitated concerns about access to the facility for Type 2 and 3 activities and raised
questions about what scope of work should be considered for granted (Type 1) voyages. Full allocation of
Investigator sea-time to Type 1 activities would seem to be consistent with the intent of the appropriation
funding but would leave no time available for requests by Type 2 or Type 3 users. Reservation of some
days for Type 2 or 3 activities, alternatively, would result in underspend of the appropriation funds and
potentially beg the question of whether the new level of funding was required or appropriate. Allocation of
full-funded days to Type 2 activities, such as for government-funded survey work, also would raise the
spectre of allegations of double dipping because the contracting agency had been funded to pay, in part
at least, for such surveys. These and related issues raised questions about the appropriateness of current
MNF allocation principles (Appendix 2) in the new context of full-year operational funding by government.
Internal MNF consideration of the range of Type 1 activities awarded since 2014 also raised some
questions about access equity and transparency for all interested researchers, especially across all
disciplines. Some disciplines had high success rates for applications whilst others frequently failed to gain
granted sea-time. These patterns might reflect the track record or experience in different disciplines or
discipline-specific application quality, but the prospect also existed that the existing assessment criteria or
MNF guidelines included or engendered unintended biases in who applied for sea-time or in the rating of
submitted applications. The prospect of 300 days to be allocated for Type 1 activities also generated
discussion about the scope of research activities that might be included and, specifically, whether the
balance of weight given to research excellence and national benefit that had been applied to date
remained appropriate in a 300-day allocation setting. These considerations precipitated concern by some
about the appropriateness of the current application assessment criteria (Appendix 3) for the new
operational environment for Investigator.
This review was commissioned in response to the above issues precipitated directly or indirectly by the
(very welcome) increased funding for the MNF. It is important to note that the review was not motivated
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The purpose of the the Marine National Facility is stated elsewhere is “to provide a blue-water research capability to
the Australian scientific community and their international collaborators”. The seemingly interchangeable use of
both ‘research’ and ‘science’ in MNF literature is discussed later in the document.
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by failure or intrinsic procedural issues of existing MNF processes. The spirit of the review is to consider
whether the existing MNF access guidelines and application assessment criteria that have served the
MNF well to date remain most appropriate and fit for purpose in the new context of full-funding for 300
days of sea-time by Investigator.
The Terms of Reference (ToR) for the review are included at Appendix 1. The overarching objectives of
the review stated therein were the following.
Through the Review, the MNF aims to ensure that decision-making in relation to allocation
of sea time is:
 actively aimed at delivering high impact and high quality science and data in line with
national strategic priorities—for example, as identified in the National Marine Science
Plan 2015-25—and consistent with existing investment in national marine
infrastructure and programs;
 geared towards an optimal utilisation of the MNF integrated capabilities and
resources, in the context of available cost effective alternatives, including existing and
planned publicly-funded marine research platforms and commercially available
platforms;
 equitable and transparent, in line with the underpinning principle of the 2016 National
Research Infrastructure Roadmap that “all researchers across academia, government
and industry should be able to access national research infrastructure, including
landmark facilities, equitably with priority provided to meritorious research”; and
 efficient for MNF users, assessors and the MNF.
The objectives were to be met by making recommendations against the following Scope statements.
1. Access criteria that provide for fair and equitable opportunity for merit-based access
across all the relevant research types, institutions, disciplines and impact areas that rely
upon access to blue-water science capabilities.
2. Access allocation models that facilitate the optimal utilisation of MNF resources, the
delivery of high quality science and data, and a strong and sustained alignment with
national priorities. This should include consideration of:
o relevant national infrastructure and programs;
o whether and how MNF should continue to allow access for user-funded and/or
commercial use of Investigator;
o the use of alternative, fit for purpose marine research platforms;
o the flexibility required to address the logistic constraints associated with full year
operations.
3. Approach to schedule development that is fit for purpose, efficient and effectively
integrated with the consideration of overriding logistical constraints.
4. Any other issue that is an impediment to meeting the objectives above, including
barriers to apply for and/or access MNF sea time.
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Consultation
The review has included consultation with a broad range of stakeholders in the operation, use, and
outputs from the MNF. Three vehicles for consultation were used:
1) Invitation of written or verbal submissions from all recipients of the MNF Steering Committee (SC)
updates and e-mailed newsletter (distribution ~2000) posted January 25th and 29th, 2019,
respectively;
2) Direct discussions around a common set of talking points with a sample of people with interests in
the MNF and Investigator; and
3) Contact with agencies responsible for allocation and scheduling of work to research vessels
nationally and in other countries, including telephone discussions with relevant people and review of
provided written material.
Five written and one verbal submissions were received in response to the invitation for submissions.
Direct discussions were held with 722 interested people or relevant groups during January–April 2019,
including:









11 sitting or previous members of the MNF SC;
10 sitting or previous members of the MNF Scientific Advisory Committee (SAC);
8 sitting or previous members of the MNF National Benefit Assessment Panel (NBAP);
6 current or previous members of the MNF team at CSIRO;
5 members of the CSIRO Board or Senior Executive;
7 people from relevant marine industries;
29 spokespersons from government agencies;
15 principle investigators (PIs) from applications for Investigator granted voyages, selected by a
stratified sample of all applicants since 2015; and

3 representatives of agencies operating research vessels in Australia;

5 representatives of operators of government-funded research vessels in other countries.
Insights to other nations’ research vessel operations also were gained from available documentation.
Numerous national policy or strategy documents were read for background to potential demand or
application of the MNF to national priorities, either directly through explicit demands from relevant
agencies or industries or indirectly through application of researcher-driven proposals for granted
voyages. Reading included but was not limited to the documents recommended to applicants by the MNF
on the MNF website.

2
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the sum of people cited with relevant experience.
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List of Recommendations
Listing recommendations alone, excised from the narrative that gives each its context, risks coarse
interpretation of them, with neither nuance nor perspective. I nevertheless provide such a list here for
those who want to ‘see the punch-lines’ before wading through the detail. Recommendations are listed
under the high-level topic to which they relate. I also provide the page number where the most relevant
narrative for each recommendation begins to help readers delve into the background selectively. Many of
the considerations for implementing these recommendations are embedded in those narratives, most
derived from the valuable conversations I had with the many people noted above.

Recommendation

Page

General Considerations

7

1. The MNF clarify explicitly the breadth of its mandate and review its documentation

7

accordingly, including renaming the Scientific Advisory Committee (SAC) to the
Research Advisory Committee (RAC).

2. The MNF formally adopt an application of ‘merit’ comprising both research quality and

8

delivery of national benefit for determining access to the Marine National Facility.

Access Allocation Models

8

3. The MNF develop and publish a long term (10+ years) strategy for use of MNF

8

capability, including Investigator, and a rolling multi-year operational plan to effect the
strategy.

4. The three existing Types of use of the MNF be retained with priority given to Type 1

10

(Granted) and Type 2 voyages allocated according to an overarching MNF strategic
framework and Type 3 voyages accommodated opportunistically where Investigator
provides capabilities not available elsewhere and commercial use of the MNF is judged
to be in the national interest.

5. The MNF develop and publicise criteria for allocating granted voyages to fit-for-purpose

11

platforms other than Investigator, including to facilitate Type 2 or Type 3 voyages or
high-priority short-term tactical needs for Investigator to respond to unforeseen events.

6. The MNF continue engagement with relevant agencies to work toward a mechanism for

11

national coordination of access and allocation to marine research platforms.

7. The MNF seek strategic agreement with the Integrated Marine Observing System to

12

secure MNF support for jointly agreed infrastructure priorities where MNF support is a
“critical dependency”.

Access Criteria

12

8. The MNF employ two primary, overarching assessment criteria for applications,

12

Research Quality and National Benefit, weighted appropriately for research-driven,
policy-driven, or user-funded applications.

9. Research Quality assessment by the Scientific Advisory Committee (or Research
Advisory Committee) include explicit consideration of four main features, scored
separately and combined into the overall Research Quality rating:
a) The concept & objectives of the research, whether via testing of hypotheses,
exploration, or discovery (suggested weighting 20%);
b) The rigour and soundness of the proposed methods, whether well-established and
fit-for-purpose methods or innovative or cutting-edge methods (suggested
weighting 40%);
c) The capabilities and capacity of the research team to complete the proposed work,
both during and following a voyage (suggested weighting 20%);
d) Inclusion of appropriate experience and leadership skills in the team, without undue
weight to the Principal Investigator (suggested weighting 20%).
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Recommendation
10. National Benefit assessment by the National Benefit Advisory Panel include explicit

Page
14

consideration of four main features, scored separately and combined into the overall
National Benefit rating and possibly tailored for policy-driven priorities in different
assessment cycles:
a) Alignment of expected research outputs with specific information needs of national
or international priorities, policies, management requirements, or industry-relevant
matters with demonstrated relevance to Australia (suggested weighting 20%);
b) Path to impact for research outputs, including the proposed end-user relevant
products, post-voyage engagement with beneficiaries, and timetable to deliver key
user-related outputs (suggested weighting 30%);
c) Extent of collaboration with expected end-users, including during development of
the proposal and preparation of outputs expected to be useful to end-users
(suggested weighting 30%);
d) Demonstrated capability within the research team to deliver nominated national
benefits to end-users beyond the science community (suggested weighting 20%).

11. The MNF develop and provide as an on-line resource briefing material about what is

14

expected, explicitly, from applicants in addressing the National Benefit criterion (and
sub-criteria) with (hypothetical) examples of good and poor applications.

12. Assessment of research team capability and leadership be included as explicit

16

components of assessing Research Quality rather than as a separate criterion.

13. The MNF implement a formal process to assess compliance with MNF policies by

16

researchers during and following voyages and against contractual obligations, with
demonstrated non-compliance precluding assessment of applications until rectified.

Application Assessment Processes

17

14. Application assessments be managed to minimise prospective bias or convergent

17

scoring and increase independence of scoring among assessors.

15. Scoring advice for assessment criteria and sub-criteria be reworded to remove multi-

18

facet judgments and encourage scoring over a wide range.

16. The MNF revise literature, applications, and advice to potential applicants to make

18

clear its support for a broad range of research and canvass more explicitly a broader
range of potential research users.

17. The MNF consider mechanisms to expand the disciplinary spread available to the SAC

18

and the breadth and currency of end-user knowledge available to the NBAP.

18. The SAC and NBAP be made independent for initial assessments of applications,

18

without cross-committee input or participation of the Steering Committee (SC) Chair.

19. A joint meeting of the SAC and NBAP be held late in each assessment cycle to discuss

18

the applications’ merit across all criteria, without amendment of assessments from
either committee and with strictly observer attendance by the SC Chair.

20. The MNF consider mechanisms to use Pre-proposals more effectively for application

19

and schedule development.

21. The MNF continue use of peer review of Research Quality and introduce routine

19

external review of claimed National Benefit.

22. The MNF resolve appropriate formal procedures for including external reviewers’

19

scores into application assessments and articulate those methods to applicants.

23. The MNF specifies criteria that would render applications unsupportable against
Research Quality or National Benefit criteria.
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Recommendation
24. The MNF provide opportunity for comment on all key issues raised by external

Page
20

reviewers, the SAC, or NBAP during the assessment process and provide more
detailed feedback to applicants following the assessment process.

25. The MNF develop an explicit education and training strategy for all education and

21

training support by the MNF, including clarifying the role, importance, and assessment
of education and training (broadly defined) in primary voyage applications.

26. The MNF consider providing assessment criteria specific to technology development

22

proposals, together with guidance about how, in principle, technology development
and testing might be incorporated into voyage schedules.

27. The MNF review assessment criteria for supplementary research applications to

22

ensure consistency with (revised) assessment criteria for primary applications and
consider developing dedicated analogous criteria for education and training or
technology development focused supplementary applications.

28. The MNF consider changing the application assessment timetable to be completed by

23

the end of November in each year of applications.

29. The MNF approach the Australian Antarctic Division to seek a mechanism for

23

coordinating allocation of vessel time to research in the Southern Ocean that might be
suitable for support from Investigator or Nuyina.

Approach to Schedule Development

23

30. The MNF schedule Investigator to operate in a selected region in each deployment

23

cycle with appropriate cover of Australia’s marine estate over about 3-5 years.

31. The MNF consider increasing flexibility in scheduling of Investigator, including by

23

either:
(a) allowing flexibility in boundaries to (approximately) annual scheduling; or
(b) adopting biennial calls for applications with scheduling over approximately 2 years.

32. The MNF discuss scheduling flexibility with supportable applicants as appropriate

24

during schedule drafting, including the prospect of delayed scheduling for high-ranked
applications if necessary.

33. The MNF retain the options of single- and multi-voyage applications but clarify the

25

conditions under which each is required, including requiring that any project with
implicit or explicit future voyage requirements be submitted as a multi-voyage
application.

34. Assessment criteria for applications be applied consistently for single- and multivoyage applications with judgments about benefit-cost tradeoffs and scheduling
consequences of supportable multi-voyage applications being assessed by the
Steering Committee.
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Findings and Recommendations
Reviews tend to focus on change rather than reinforcing existing practice. It is important that I state at the
outset, therefore, that the overwhelming disposition of people toward the MNF was positive and
constructive. I heard constant praise for the MNF, Investigator, and the professionalism of the MNF team
in tackling what was recognised as a very challenging job. My recommendations for changes should be
read in that context of tremendously positive and constructive sentiment. My impressions of the MNF also
are that the MNF team has developed robust and rigorous processes with a strong emphasis on
supporting nationally relevant research with fairness, equity, and best endeavours to provide services at a
very high standard to facilitate research success.
The following are insights arising from consultations and my considerations of relevant documents and
reported processes. There was considerable consistency of views across many matters discussed but
also disparate views on some others. The findings below generally, but not always, reflect the majority
view of those people consulted but necessarily are my reflections on the views expressed by others and
the current operation of the MNF. No specific statements or opinions will be attributed to individuals.
Each category of findings is presented against the most relevant scope statement from the ToR, noting
that the categories are arranged here from a ‘top-down’ perspective that differs from the order of the
corresponding statements in the ToR (from which the scope statements below are numbered).

General Considerations
Consultation raised some general issues of perspective that warrant clarification for the following
discussion and consideration by the MNF.

Scope of MNF Activities
There was a general assumption evident that the MNF was intended to be for ‘research’, in effect a
Marine National Research Facility. This view is consistent prima facie with most of the MNF public
information and ‘mission’ statement —
... the Marine National Facility provides a blue-water research capability to the Australian
scientific community and their international collaborators ...
or elsewhere
... the Marine National Facility provides a blue-water research capability to Australian
researchers and their international collaborators.
There were different views evident, however, about what should be included in the mandate of ‘research’
for the MNF. Some clearly focussed on cutting-edge, hypothesis-testing science, perhaps guided by
apparent emphasis in voyage application assessment material —
The Scientific Advisory Committee
The scientific originality or innovation of the project ... and
The degree to which it tests fundamental hypotheses.
Others’ views encompassed a broad range of activities, including biodiversity or heritage discovery,
seabed mapping, hydrography, technology development, and routine application of established methods
for observation and monitoring the marine and geological environments and atmosphere. This broader
view also is implicit or explicit in various national policy or strategy documents, including Australian
Research Priorities 2015, Australia’s National Science Statement 2017, 2016 National Research
Infrastructure Roadmap (NRI Roadmap), and the National Marine Science Plan 2015–25 (NMSP).
The MNF capabilities clearly were designed for specialist applications, including research by whatever
definition. The prospect exists, however, that Investigator, as a government instrument, could be
expected to service other Australian maritime responsibilities, such as search and rescue, survey,
emergency response, or sovereignty and security. I therefore infer a broad mandate for the MNF, rather
than the narrower function of a Marine National Research Facility. I nevertheless respect that the
principal mandate of the MNF is to support activities within a broad and inclusive use of ‘research’,
including but not limited to science, technology development, mapping, monitoring, discovery, and other
specialist activities related to acquiring information about the marine estate and atmosphere.

Recommendation
1. The MNF clarify explicitly the breadth of its mandate and review its documentation
accordingly, including renaming the Scientific Advisory Committee (SAC) to the
Research Advisory Committee (RAC).
–7–

Interpretation of Merit
The interpretation of ‘merit research’ as a classification also varied. Some people apparently interpreted
‘merit’ to apply only to the technical or academic quality (specifically excellence) of the research (or
‘science’ for many). Others implicitly interpreted ‘merit’ to encompass both research (technical) quality
and relevance to national interests. Almost everyone consulted held the view that a ‘national benefit’
assessment was an appropriate and necessary criterion for selecting work to be supported by a national
facility but some clearly distinguished between research ‘merit’ and national benefit.
References to ‘research merit’ and ‘meritorious research’ are features of several national strategy or
policy documents but those uses also are open to various interpretations, especially given frequent
emphasis in those documents on the benefit of research and its applications in the national interest.
Published definitions of research merit also vary and include narrower (excellence-focused) and broader
(excellence- and relevance-focussed) interpretations.
The key issue here is how ‘merit’ should be interpreted in allocating Type 1 (Granted) Voyages, and
arguably also in assessments of other potential allocations. The existing MNF Principles of Access state
that appropriation funding —
... allows approximately 180 [now 300] research days at sea per year to be competitively
funded on merit as Granted Voyages (GV) which is the fundamental principle
underpinning the establishment of the Marine National Facility,
and subsequently, for Type 1 Use, that
Successful applications are highly ranked in terms of science excellence, national benefit
and track record.
The latter arguably signals an operational interpretation of the former use of merit that encompasses
research excellence, national benefit, and researcher track record.
I here interpret ‘merit’ to be the more general descriptor encompassing both the quality and relevance of
proposed activities, with research quality and delivery of national benefit being features of merit judged by
separate assessment criteria, consistent with existing MNF application assessment Criteria 1 and 2.

Recommendation
2. The MNF formally adopt an application of ‘merit’ comprising both research quality and
delivery of national benefit for determining access to the Marine National Facility.

Access Allocation Models
2.

Access allocation models that facilitate the optimal utilisation of MNF resources, the
delivery of high quality science and data, and a strong and sustained alignment with
national priorities. This should include consideration of:
o relevant national infrastructure and programs;
o whether and how MNF should continue to allow access for user-funded and/or
commercial use of Investigator;
o the use of alternative, fit for purpose marine research platforms;
o the flexibility required to address the logistic constraints associated with full year
operations.

Strategy
The NRI Roadmap states the following principle for access to national (research) infrastructure,
including landmark facilities (of which the MNF is one).
The 2016 Roadmap user-access principle is that all researchers across academia,
government and industry should be able to access national research infrastructure,
including landmark facilities, equitably with priority provided to meritorious research.
Where factors inhibit equitable access, it is the responsibility of the facility to determine
ways to reduce these inhibiting factors to the extent that is practical.
The current MNF Principles of Access provide a framework for use of the MNF that is consistent with the
above principle. That document implicitly is a statement of strategy for managing access to the MNF.
Voyage allocation processes within those principles, however, almost exclusively are ‘bottom-up’, with the
MNF scheduling Investigator each year primarily around successful applications for granted (Type 1)
voyages or ad-hoc requests from agencies or industry for Type 2 or Type 3 voyages. Over 90% of people
–8–

consulted considered such a bottom-up approach to be a necessary but not sufficient part of allocating
use of a publicly-funded national facility, especially now with full-funding from government.
There was strong support for a more guided process for calls for applications against a strategic
framework, beyond the Principles of Access, that set-out more explicit expectations for use of the MNF
and more specific priorities over a multi-year operational horizon. There was widespread concern,
however, that the MNF should not set priorities that complicated or were at odds with existing national
research priorities or policies. An MNF strategic framework should be consistent with existing or emerging
research and national policy or industry needs, and developed transparently in consultation with relevant
stakeholders in research, government, and industry sectors.
A useful approach to such a framework, in part, would be for the MNF to develop, in consultation with
stakeholders, a high-level, long-term (e.g., 10+ years) strategy that lays out the objectives and principles
that will guide operation of the MNF. Key features of an MNF strategy could include:
 The vision and mission of the MNF as a publicly funded facility supporting research and policy
needs from the Australian marine estate and relevant surrounding regions;
 Clear articulation of the scope of work considered relevant to the MNF, including inter alia research,
survey, monitoring, support for other national facilities or programs, education and training;
 Clarification of those functions that are considered out-of-scope for the MNF;
 The broad objectives of allocation and deployment to ensure MNF support is used efficiently and
effectively to deliver national benefits against medium–long term national priorities;
 The principles by which the MNF will allocate resources to relevant categories of demand, including
policy-driven or research-driven demand for granted or user-funded voyages requested by
researchers, government agencies, industry, and international partners;
 The performance indicators and measures by which the MNF will assess its progress against its
mission and objectives.
There also was widespread support for the notion of a ‘rolling’ multi-year year outlook of MNF operations.
Such an outlook could be captured in a more detailed rolling multi-year (e.g., 3–5 years) operational plan
to implement the strategy. A forward plan for operational focus should help prospective users plan for
MNF engagement, including applications for funding, liaison with expected end-users of research, and
collaboration with other researchers to develop relevant interdisciplinary research proposals.
The plan would articulate specific priority research foci or information needs over the multi-year rolling
operational timeframe, the processes by which access will be considered against those priorities
consistent with the overarching strategic principles of access, and how alternative potential uses of the
facility will be evaluated. Specific priorities would reflect, inter alia, policy needs from government
agencies, national or international research programmes relevant to Australia, industry-related needs
appropriate for provision from a national facility, or well-supported coordinated submissions from the
research community for research campaigns to address compelling research questions of national
interest. The plan also should include considerations of operating efficiency, maximising research time at
sea, and appropriate cover of the marine estate.
A high-level, strategically aligned operational plan for the MNF therefore could include:
 Setting a forward (e.g., 3–5 year) schedule for Investigator that provides geographic focus in each
‘deployment cycle’3 and approximately complete cover of the Australian marine estate, and beyond
it when appropriate4, over the 3–5 year window;
 Identifying ‘top-down’ foci for a portion of the available sea-time in each deployment cycle that
reflect national information priorities and priority national benefits to be addressed in that cycle;
 Identifying a minimum proportion of the available sea-time in each deployment cycle for researchdriven (‘bottom-up’) voyages within the prescribed operational region;
 Specifying assessment processes for both the top-down and bottom-up driven research that
ensures optimal selection of high quality research in the national interest5.
3

“Deployment cycle” is used here and following rather than assuming an annual allocation cycle because there is
discussion later of whether strictly annual scheduling of Investigator is most appropriate.
4
Operation beyond the Australian Extended Exclusive Economic Zone should be considered where it is in the
national interest to do so and conspicuous national benefit will be delivered from such activities.
5
The generic approach to assessment should be captured under the overarching principles of access articulated in
the strategy but implementation details (processes, selection criteria, etc.,) should reside in the operational plan.
Some flexibility in the specifics of assessment criteria applied in different deployment cycles also might be
desirable, particularly for priority-or campaign-targeted applications (see Access Criteria, Criterion 2 later).
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Developing and updating a rolling operational plan also should include regular consultation with key
stakeholders. It will be important, for example, to ensure regular engagement with relevant government
agencies at appropriately senior levels (e.g., via annual meetings of a Senior Officials Group) to ensure
alignment with national policy priorities. Consultation with industry bodies also will be important to capture
MNF-relevant industry needs.
Opportunities also should be provided for strategically-focussed submissions from the research
community for nationally or internationally aligned research campaigns. The National Marine Science
Committee and relevant National Academies might be key vehicles for engaging with the national
research community.
No recommendation is made here about the proportions of sea-time that should be allocated to ‘topdown’ (policy-driven), ‘bottom-up’ (researcher-driven), or user-funded (Type 2 or Type 3) voyages. It
seems likely that the demand for policy-driven or user-funded voyages will be time-varying and regionspecific and so allocating fixed, inflexible amounts or proportions of sea-time will be inappropriate. A
preferable option would be to start with a default (in-principle) allocation of, say, a minimum of 40% of
time in each deployment cycle for researcher-driven voyages and the remainder for policy-driven and
user-funded voyages and expect variation in demand, especially for the latter categories. The time
available for researcher-driven applications then either would be limited to the minimum allocation if
demand for other categories reached 60% or allowed to expand, above the minimum allocation, to fill
time not allocated otherwise. It is a judgment for the MNF and SC about indicative initial allocations (such
as the 40:60% above) from which final demand-driven allocations would be resolved for each deployment
cycle during consultation with stakeholders about their needs over the rolling 3-5 year planning window.

Recommendation
3. The MNF develop and publish a long term (10+ years) strategy for use of MNF capability,
including Investigator, and a rolling multi-year operational plan to effect the strategy.

Voyage Types
It generally was agreed that the three Types of voyages (Type 1 — granted, Type 2 — part-funded userpays, and Type 3 — full commercial user-pays) used to deploy MNF vessels had been appropriate and
without material issue historically. This view was justified in part because funding for only 180 days for
Type 1 voyages left approximately 120 uncommitted days in which to schedule ad-hoc voyages of Type 2
or Type 3. Direct competition for vessel time among voyage Types was unlikely, therefore,
notwithstanding prospects of specific timing (e.g., seasonal) requirements for some work.
The existing model for allocating voyages on the MNF vessel facilitated well the spirit of access to
national research infrastructure articulated in the NRI Roadmap, vis —
Access to national research infrastructure falls into three broad categories, which present
different opportunities and challenges for national research infrastructure operators:
 Merit – access focuses on the merit of the research to be undertaken as the primary
determinant for access. In cases of co-investment, at least the Government’s funding
proportion of the facility should be allocated to merit-based access.
 National interest – access provides preferential access for activities of national interest that
may include reasons of national security, sovereignty, and disaster preparedness.
 Commercial – access provides the opportunity for industry to use national research
infrastructure for commercial benefit, without a review of the scientific merit or requirements
to publish the results.
It is tempting to make a 1-1 mapping of the three MNF voyage Types into the above three “broad
categories” of access recommended in the NRI Roadmap, but that seems inappropriate because coinvestment is anticipated in at least some ‘merit’ access and access in the ‘National interest’ is not
necessarily associated with user-funding. MNF voyages of Type 1 and 2 each appear relevant to the first
two NRI Roadmap broad categories of access, whilst Type 3 voyages clearly are related only to the third.
It is notable also that the above reinforces a broad, rather than narrow, mandate for national facilities.
The allocation of government funding for Investigator to be at sea for its full capacity of 300 days per year,
nevertheless, generated some uncertainty about the appropriateness of all voyage Types whilst that
funding regime exists. Many people initially interpreted the allocation of funding for ‘merit research’ to
imply intent that Investigator be used only for Type 1 voyages. Most (over 90%), however, ultimately
concluded that retaining the three Types of voyages anticipated under the current Access Guidelines was
preferable, especially if income from Type 2 or Type 3 voyages resulted in additional research being done
with net increase in overall national benefit.
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Considerable reservations nevertheless persisted about use of a national facility for private (commercial)
purposes. The following considerations arose repeatedly in discussions.
 Type 1 (merit-based) voyages should be the highest priority, whether allocated (on merit) from
bottom-up or strategic calls for proposals.
 Type 2 voyages, including multi-year programmes, should be supported in particular where they
target national priority needs and any additional funding is available to supplement the operation of
the MNF and delivers enhanced national benefit.

Type 3 voyages should be considered only opportunistically when either:
a) Investigator has unallocated days available (e.g., because of under-subscription for Type 1 or
Type 2 voyages); or
b) there is compelling ‘public good’ from such a voyage in addition to any private benefits.

Conditions of accepting Type 3 voyages should include that:
a) significant amounts of the data collected will be placed in the public domain and so available
for broader use, recognising that other aspects of the work done on such voyages likely would
be commercial in confidence and not publicly available;
b) the work proposed demonstrably requires capabilities of Investigator that are not available
otherwise in the Australasian marketplace; and
c) income (after costs) from Type 3 voyages is retained by the MNF to supplement government
funding of the facility and deliver increased net national benefit.
There was a unanimous view that assessment of activities for all voyage Types, including Type 2 or Type
3 voyages, should ensure that the work was of high quality and national benefit. Such assessment should
be consistent broadly across voyage Types, though it was recognised also that additional commercial or
policy considerations would apply to decisions about Type 2 or Type 3 voyages.

Recommendation
4. The three existing Types of use of the MNF be retained with priority given to Type 1
(Granted) and Type 2 voyages allocated according to an overarching MNF strategic
framework and Type 3 voyages accommodated opportunistically where Investigator
provides capabilities not available elsewhere and commercial use of the MNF is judged
to be in the national interest.

Use of Alternative Platforms
There was a strong sentiment that Type 2 or Type 3 voyages should be scheduled only when doing so
does not preclude or compromise research already or prospectively allocated to Type 1 voyages. The
concept that existing or prospective research (of Type 1) might be allocated to an alternative platform
(from Investigator) to accommodate Type 2 or Type 3 voyages was well supported, however, provided
that the alternative platform was fit-for-purpose, the accompanying technical support was of the same
standard as provided by the MNF, and there was no additional cost to the ‘displaced’ researchers. That
support often was provisional on the condition that the ‘displacing’ activities demonstrably needed
Investigator and could not be done on other platforms. It also was recognised by some that Investigator
might be required at times for urgent tactical purposes or emergency responses and that displacement of
research to alternative platforms would be preferable to cancellation.
Discussing use of alternative platforms to supplement Investigator operations almost always precipitated
commentary about the lack of any mechanism for national coordination of research vessel allocation and
scheduling. A process is underway to consider coordination of use of some ‘coastal’ research vessels and
MNF staff are engaged in that process. It remains unclear, however, whether, and if so how, the MNF
would engage with a national research vessel coordinating process. All people who commented on this
issue felt strongly that the MNF, and other Australian research vessel operators, should be engaged with
any national cross-agency research vessel coordination. Multiple models for multi-operator national (and
even multi-national) coordination of research vessels’ use have operated in other countries for decades.
Most people considered it appropriate at the moment that the MNF act as ‘broker’ when necessary to
arrange alternative platforms to Investigator, including accessing suitable platforms from other Australian
or international agencies, the private sector, or from philanthropic operators. It generally was considered
that such ‘brokering’ activity should be ‘need- and opportunity-driven’ around demand for Investigator,
however, as an appropriate interim measure given the absence of any established national research
platform coordination. It was posited by many that that role likely would diminish or cease if Australia
established a national system for coordinating use of marine research platforms. There was little support
for the MNF to assume a more general role as a national, multi-agency broker of research platforms.
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One submission proposed that the MNF work with the private sector to build a more systematic and
flexible multi-platform service under the MNF banner but that proposal also did not extend to a national,
multi-agency service.

Recommendations
5. The MNF develop and publicise criteria for allocating granted voyages to fit-for-purpose
platforms other than Investigator, including to facilitate Type 2 or Type 3 voyages or highpriority short-term tactical needs for Investigator to respond to unforeseen events.

6. The MNF continue engagement with relevant agencies to work toward a mechanism for
national coordination of access and allocation to marine research platforms.

Service to National Infrastructure or Programmes
There was some diversity in responses to questions about what role the MNF should have in ‘servicing’
national infrastructure (e.g., the Integrated Marine Observing System, IMOS) or established research
programmes (broadly defined, but hubs of the Including National Environmental Research Program).
The IMOS generally was considered to be a ‘special case’ in this regard because it was an established
national research infrastructure program delivering long-term, high-quality data to diverse users,
especially within the research community. Most people therefore considered it important that IMOS
facilities were supported by the MNF without being subject to the success of sequential, specific ‘science
excellence’ applications, notwithstanding some concern that the MNF should not be driven by external
operational priorities. Some mechanism was required for the MNF and IMOS to agree on IMOS priorities
dependent on MNF support. A favoured model for (agreed) servicing of IMOS facilities was that
necessary time be assigned and publicised as primary voyages in advance (strategic) schedules for
Investigator and then calls for supplementary research for those voyages be assessed per other
supplementary research applications. A question frequently arose, however, of whether Investigator really
was required to service IMOS facilities or an alternative (cheaper) platform would suffice. Funding of such
an alternative platform was not seen as a default responsibility of the MNF, though the prospect was
endorsed that income from Type 2 or Type 3 voyages on Investigator might be used to secure appropriate
alternative platforms.
There was less support that other specific programs (e.g., National Environmental Research Program,
NERP, research) should receive priority ‘off-the-top’ allocations of voyages in addition to the broad
directions set by a MNF strategy. Most people felt that such activities, whether in a single year or over
several years, should be considered case-by-case on their merits in the context of their alignment with an
overarching MNF strategy and the priorities articulated in an operational plan.

Recommendation
7. The MNF seek strategic agreement with the Integrated Marine Observing System to
secure MNF support for jointly agreed infrastructure priorities where MNF support is a
“critical dependency6”.

Access Criteria
1.

Access criteria that provide for fair and equitable opportunity for merit-based access
across all the relevant research types, institutions, disciplines and impact areas that
rely upon access to blue-water science capabilities.

The current (three) assessment criteria for applications for granted voyages generally were considered
appropriate in principle but required some revision and, for some, different weighting in the assessment
process. Primary issues that arose included the following.

Weighting of Criteria
There were diverse views about the current system of equally weighting the three criteria, covering the full
range of options from heavily favouring national benefit to heavily favouring ‘pure science excellence’.
Most considered that the same criteria (whatever they ended up being) should be applied to assessments
of all proposals (including, in part at least, for Type 2 or Type 3 voyages) but many considered that the
6

IMOS Five Year Plan 2017–22
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weighting of criteria should be adjusted to fit the primary purpose of application categories, presuming
that delineation of research categories is articulated in an MNF strategy (e.g., research- or technologydriven applications, strategic priority driven applications, Type 2 or Type 3 applications).
Resolving the diverse views is difficult but one option for doing so would be to have one score for
research quality (RQ, including team research capability) delivered by the SAC and one score for national
benefit (NB, including team capability to deliver to end users) delivered by the NBAP and weight those
scores differently for research-driven open-call applications (e.g., 60:40% or 70:30% RQ:NB), policydriven applications (e.g., 50:50% or 40:60%), or user-funded proposals (e.g., 40:60% or 30:70%). The
absolute weighting inevitably is a, somewhat arbitrary, judgment call.

Recommendation
8. The MNF employ two primary, overarching assessment criteria for applications,
Research Quality and National Benefit, weighted appropriately for research-driven,
policy-driven, or user-funded applications.

Criterion 1: Scientific and/or technical excellence
Many applicants and assessors or reviewers of proposals considered the guidance for addressing this
criterion to be weighted heavily in favour of innovative, ‘cutting edge’ research and to down-weight the
value of well-established methods or more ‘robust and applied’ research or technology development,
including, as examples, monitoring and mapping of the marine estate. Some people considered such an
emphasis appropriate whilst others considered it to raise material risk that applications of well-established
research to important national priorities might be deemed uncompetitive, despite the objectives and
methods being robust (but not innovative).
The above contention appears consistent with the MNF’s headline guidance for this criterion —
This criterion is used to measure any or all of the following:
 The scientific originality or innovation of the project, including the methods it proposes
to employ;
 The likelihood that it will produce meaningful results – please differentiate between the
feasibility of producing results if the program is successfully completed and the
significance of the results in advancing the store of knowledge of international and
Australian marine science;
 The degree to which it tests fundamental hypotheses;
 The extent to which the project represents a development of new methods and
techniques with potentially wide applications to the growth of Australian and
international marine research.
It also is notable that the scoring guidance to assessors, if followed, would make it likely that only highly
innovative research would receive ‘top marks’ (81–100 out of possible 100):
81–100: Highly innovative research of very high quality likely to produce outstanding
scientific results for the national and/or international scientific community (to
include the consideration of the development of new methods and techniques of
great consequence for studying the marine environment).
Robust, established ‘applied’ research perhaps would score no higher than 80 —
61–80: High quality research likely to produce significant scientific results for the national
and/or international scientific community (to include the consideration of the
development of new methods and techniques),
and arguably not higher than 60 —
41–60: Sound research likely to produce useful scientific results particular to the national
or local scientific community.
The criterion also confounds multiple facets of research proposals into a single score, without prospect of
discriminating the influence of those facets. A single score is expected to include judgments on the value
of the research idea (its “originality”), the likelihood of “meaningful results” being delivered, and the
objectives, “design” (perhaps including methods), and “preparation”. Such confounding potentially results
in multiple applications being scored approximately equally for quite different (but untraceable) reasons. It
would be preferable to score initially separately on ‘sub-criteria’ reflecting important distinct facets of a
proposal (e.g., concept and design or feasibility) to facilitate greater discrimination of key attributes of
proposals, greater fairness and transparency of assessments for discussion by the SAC, NBAP, or SC,
and more targeted feedback to applicants. Such separate scores then would be combined into a single
overall score of ‘research quality’, but retained for retrospective interrogation if required.
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Recommendation
9. Research Quality assessment by the Scientific Advisory Committee (or Research
Advisory Committee) include explicit consideration of four main features, scored
separately and combined into the overall Research Quality rating:
e) The concept & objectives of the research, whether via testing of hypotheses,
exploration, or discovery (suggested weighting 20%);
f) The rigour and soundness of the proposed methods, whether well-established and
fit-for-purpose methods or innovative or cutting-edge methods (suggested
weighting 40%);
g) The capabilities and capacity of the research team to complete the proposed work,
both during and following a voyage (suggested weighting 20%);
h) Inclusion of appropriate experience and leadership skills in the team, without undue
weight to the Principal Investigator (suggested weighting 20%).

Criterion 2: Potential of the project to contribute to Australia’s national benefit
This was the criterion that most people thought to be least well understood and most lacking in clarity
about what was required or how assessments were made against diverse national priorities. There was
no material objection to the need for a national benefit criterion, but all applicants and most assessors or
supporters of applications noted that addressing this criterion was difficult, generally poorly done, and
lacking in sufficient clarity about expectations (by the MNF and assessors) or guidance about what
constituted strong or weak cases against the criterion.
Most people felt that it a legitimate expectation that the MNF should provide education about addressing
the national benefit criterion. It was noted by some that the MNF had run workshops at at least one
conference to discuss the criterion but it also was acknowledged that workshops were poorly attended.
On-line briefings, as videos or presentations, were suggested as more effective, and enduring resources.
Some examples of strong and weak cases addressing the criterion also would be useful for applicants.
A common perspective was that many applicants adopted a ‘tick the box’ response, involving simply
identifying which of the national priorities suggested (as examples) by the MNF ‘were relevant to my
proposal’. Others questioned how to choose among national priorities and which priorities were more
highly ranked in MNF assessments, indicating a poor understanding of what was meant by the criterion.
The above perhaps reflected the overarching and fairly general narrative about the criterion stated in the
assessment guidelines for granted voyages —
Contribution to the national interest will be assessed by how well a project addresses the
national research priorities and the extent to which the scientific outputs of applications
for GV will benefit Australia. High scores will be achieved for applications that can
demonstrate the likelihood of significant impact at a National and International level.
Please refer to the national research priority documents listed below for more information: ...
Guidance for scoring against the criterion (available publicly), however, is considerably more detailed and
should provide clear directions about what is expected in a well-constructed claim against the criterion —
 contain demonstrable policy, industry or other stakeholder link;
 offer clear, realistic and appropriate objectives, not just for the science delivery, but for
its application and uptake by end users;
 provide very high levels of supporting documentation including letters of support from
end users in which they:
 specify the path to application of the science being undertaken;
 attest that the science to be conducted is essential to their business or area of
responsibility; and
 express confidence in the applicants ability to deliver;
 incorporate a strong plan for engaging the end users and demonstrate a history of
previous engagement;
 demonstrate significant potential for impact, seen as essential by the end users, in the
1-5 year time frame; and
 provide strong evidence of previous translation of scientific results into demonstrable,
significant impact.
It would help if some of the above scoring guidance was provided in the introductory narrative rather than
only within scoring guidance, so increasing the prospect of those details being read by all applicants.
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This criterion, similar to criterion 1, also involved confounded scoring of multiple facets of an overall case
for delivering national benefit, including asserted relevance to end-users, support by end-users, clear
delivery mechanism or path to impact, and track record of delivery beyond conventional research outputs.
It would be preferable here also to score more explicitly key components of what might deliver national
benefit, the most important, arguably, being ‘relevance to end users (with supporting evidence)’ and ‘path
to impact, including expected end-user targeted outputs and mode of delivery’. Structuring assessments
in this way also would align more directly with items 17–19 in the Primary Research Applications form.
The track record of the research team in delivering national benefits perhaps could be assessed by the
NBAP as a sub-criterion, similarly to the SAC’s assessment of the teams research capability (noting
comments below about Criterion 3).
Many also were concerned that scoring advice for Criterion 2 was biased toward short-term or immediate
national benefit (1–5 years) over medium or longer-term benefit (5+ years) —
81–100: ... demonstrate significant potential for impact, seen as essential by the end
users, in the 1-5 year time frame ...
61–80: ... demonstrate significant potential for impact, seen as important but not
essential by the end users, in the 1-5 year time frame ...
41–60: ... demonstrate potential for impact, seen as desirable by the end users, in the 15 year time frame ...
21–40: .. demonstrate a limited potential for impact, seen as desirable by the end users,
in the 1-10 year time frame.
It is notable also that the time frames for delivery in the above statements are partly confounded with the
judged importance to end users (essential, important but not essential, desirable). Assessments are not
uniquely about ‘time to impact’, therefore, but it also is notable that impact beyond 5 years is mentioned
explicitly only against a score of 21–40. It is not clear whether the short-term emphasis here is deliberate
or inadvertent but many people felt there should be more recognition of longer-term benefits.
Some flexibility in framing the specifics (sub-criteria, below) of this assessment criterion, especially for
assessment of priority-or campaign-targeted applications, also would help focus claims of National
Benefit. It might be appropriate, for example, to tailor assessment sub-criteria for different assessment
cycles to optimise selection of applications against different priorities in different regions or deployment
cycles. Such flexibility would not be expected to extend to wholesale recasting of assessment criteria but
should be countenanced as a means of applying specific focus on cycle-specific priorities at sub-criterion
level within the primary criterion. It does not seem appropriate to narrow the focus of the national benefit
criterion for assessment of research-driven applications or user-funded applications, but being more
specific about particular foci for policy-driven voyages in different assessment cycles would help guide
applicants when preparing policy-targeted or campaign-targeted applications and assessors in evaluating
those proposals.

Recommendations
10. National Benefit assessment by the National Benefit Advisory Panel include explicit
consideration of four main features, scored separately and combined into the overall
National Benefit rating and possibly tailored for policy-driven priorities in different
assessment cycles:
e) Alignment of expected research outputs with specific information needs of national
or international priorities, policies, management requirements, or industry-relevant
matters with demonstrated relevance to Australia (suggested weighting 20%);
f) Path to impact for research outputs, including the proposed end-user relevant
products, post-voyage engagement with beneficiaries, and timetable to deliver key
user-related outputs (suggested weighting 30%);
g) Extent of collaboration with expected end-users, including during development of
the proposal and preparation of outputs expected to be useful to end-users
(suggested weighting 30%);
h) Demonstrated capability within the research team to deliver nominated national
benefits to end-users beyond the science community (suggested weighting 20%).

11. The MNF develop and provide as an on-line resource briefing material about what is
expected, explicitly, from applicants in addressing the National Benefit criterion (and
sub-criteria) with (hypothetical) examples of good and poor applications.
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Criterion 3: Ability of investigators (demonstrated or potential, relative to
opportunity) to successfully undertake the project
Criterion 3 very often was considered likely to favour ‘known’ Principal Investigators (PIs) with prior
experience with the MNF, notwithstanding assessment guidance to consider experience “relevant to
opportunity”. There also was a majority view that the criterion was focussed too much on the PI(s), rather
than the research team —
This criterion requires an assessment of the likely ability of the Principal Investigators (PI)
to undertake the project and achieve the stated scientific objectives.
Some assessors or reviewers stated that they tended to focus on the team rather than the PI, arguably
contrary to the scoring guidance, whilst others tended to focus on the PI. Almost all people, however, felt
that capability assessment should be about the research team and the range of (team) capabilities
needed to complete the research and deliver its benefits both to the research community and (other) end
users. It was suggested that doing so was more likely to facilitate success of more diverse and emerging
PIs by allowing for ‘supported’ leadership experience with mentoring provided by more established team
members. Some earlier career applicants stated that they had nominated well-known and experienced
PIs for applications to increase the prospects of success, even though the research primarily was
developed by the less experienced researcher.
There also was widespread concern that judgments against this criterion were likely to be more opaque
and subjective than for other criteria because the applicant pool generally was small with a high likelihood
of preference for known, high-profile PIs. Scoring guidance appears to reinforce such concerns, whether
material or perceived —
Assessment can be based on: a personal knowledge of the PIs and their contribution to
the development of marine research; their publishing record relevant to the application;
and their CVs.
It is difficult to avoid potential for biases in assessment of this criterion given that it is based explicitly and
necessarily on the qualities of individuals, meaning that assessments cannot be blind or double-blind (as
could be done for aspects of Criterion 1 or 2). Most people considered, however, that the influence of
bias or potential for unfairness would be diminished by focussing on assessment of the team capabilities,
including leadership and research experience across the team, rather than so specifically on PIs.
Criterion 3 also comprised multiple confounded facets, including research track record, leadership,
experience, and compliance with MNF policies. Most people felt that the research track record,
experience, and leadership merits of the team (rather than mainly the PI) should be assessed in
conjunction with the research proposal but that prior ‘compliance’ with MNF policies should be considered
separately based on formal assessment and reporting by the MNF. Equity and fairness in judging the
capability (as distinct from compliance) aspects of Criterion 3 also might be helped by explicit and
separate (rather than composite) scoring initially of ‘sub-criteria’, e.g., research capability, including track
record, and leadership, especially relevant to vessel-based research (see Recommendation 9 above).

Recommendation
12. Assessment of research team capability and leadership be included as explicit
components of assessing Research Quality rather than as a separate criterion.

Compliance with MNF Policy
Compliance with MNF policy (e.g., on provision of data) and satisfactory ship-board behaviour mostly was
considered to be an essential prerequisite for consideration of applications for second or later voyages.
Almost all people felt that non-compliant or conduct-negligent researchers should be precluded from
applying for subsequent voyages until such issues are resolved. That judgment perhaps would be applied
most sensibly at the Pre-proposal stage of application, with opportunity for rectification as a condition for
acceptance of a full application for assessment.
Most people considered it important that judgments about compliance should be made from formal
assessments by the MNF, potentially including commentary from ship’s crew if behavioural or health and
safety issues were involved. Several people emphasised the importance of procedural fairness in
compliance assessments, including providing applicants opportunity to address any negative
assessments and ensuring that negative assessments are not ‘permanent’ if rectified.
It also was recognised by some that compliance could be assessed only retrospectively and that the MNF
had little leverage to ensure compliance unless researchers sought subsequent MNF support. Some
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recommended, therefore, that non-compliance with MNF contractual requirements or standards of
acceptable conduct by any researcher should be advised to the researcher’s host institution for
rectification as condition of future support for any researchers from that institution.

Recommendation
13. The MNF implement a formal process to assess compliance with MNF policies by
researchers during and following voyages and against contractual obligations, with
demonstrated non-compliance precluding assessment of applications until rectified.

Application Assessment Processes
Biases or Limitations
Impartial and equitable assessment of proposals is important in determining access to public facilities
such as the MNF. The application and assessment processes of the MNF generally were well-regarded
and considered to be appropriate and reasonable by most people. Some areas of potential, and
unintended, bias or limitations in processes nevertheless were articulated or inferred during consultation.
Several past and current assessors commented that applications generally were not scored using the full,
or even majority, of range of available scores and at times reflected a lack of discrimination among
proposals or mismatches with qualitative comments, or both. Review of a selection of assessments
supported these comments. Four likely sources of this pattern were cited:
a) insufficient discrimination among scoring categories in the guidance given to assessors;
b) an inclination at times to ‘score on trust’ for applications from known, strongly performing PIs,
sometimes (though not always) accepting proposal shortcomings;
c) a tendency toward scoring consistency (including by revision of scores) among members of the
SAC or NBAP during discussion of applications; and
d) deference to the scoring by assessors with most expertise (SAC) or end-user knowledge (NBAP)
relevant to each proposal.
A related issue noted by some, and supported by review, is strong correlation between scores for Criteria
1 and 3, in particular, and in some cases among all three. Such correlation might be expected because
established researchers might be expected to write stronger proposals, have excellent track-records, and
be more familiar with explaining the broader impact of their research. It also is possible, however, that
any of the above (unintended) process biases would tend to increase correlation among scores.
The above issues might be addressed by the following revisions to assessment procedures:
1. Revising scoring guidelines to increase clarity and discrimination among scoring sub-ranges and
reduce potential ambiguities in interpreting guidelines;
2. Assessing the research quality and national benefit of applications ‘blind’, without reference to the
PI or team membership, noting that the latter clearly would have to be revealed later to assess
team capability to complete the research (SAC) and deliver anticipated national benefits (NBAP);
3. Lodging application scores from SAC or NBAP members progressively (first proposal quality and
national benefits, and then capability assessments) independently with the MNF prior to SAC or
NBAP meetings, not allowing revision of scores through discussion, and capturing key points of
differences among assessors in meeting records;
4. Explicitly weighting the scores from subject-matter experts or application ‘champions’ to reflect the
expertise of those assessors but removing the prospect of that expertise influencing the
judgments of other assessors; and
5. Scoring sub-criteria (discussed above) explicitly and adopting a method for combining those
scores to overall research quality or national benefit scores that emphasises differences among
scores rather than reinforcing similarities7.
Blind assessment of the research and national benefit aspects of applications would be feasible, prior to
revealing team identities, though it remains likely that the ‘small pool syndrome’ would mean that at least
some assessors (especially subject-matter experts) could infer who was involved in the proposal. There

7

Customised versions of a prioritisation method developed by CSIRO in the early 1990s have been used effectively
to do this in several contexts and potentially would be useful if customised appropriately for MNF application
assessments [CSIRO (1991). CSIRO Priority Determination 1990: Methodology & Results Overview. Canberra].
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have been steps taken in other contexts8 to diminish such prospects and deter such speculation but those
steps come with a high administrative overhead and are unlikely to be feasible for the MNF process.

Recommendations
14. Application assessments be managed to minimise prospective bias or convergent
scoring and increase independence of scoring among assessors.

15. Scoring advice for assessment criteria and sub-criteria be reworded to remove multifacet judgments and encourage scoring over a wide range.
Review of the MNF on-line documentation and advice to applicants also revealed the prospect of intrinsic,
and presumably unintended, bias in the advertisement of what would be considered appropriate uses of
the facility. The narrative in some key places potentially would deter researchers from some disciplines
from applying for MNF support. MNF documentation, for example, in places refers to support for ‘science’
rather than ‘research’ and cites specific examples of support within a relatively narrow selection of
science disciplines (discussed earlier). The prospect exists, therefore, that applications from disciplines
such as national heritage discovery and historical research might be discouraged. Media about
discoveries of shipwrecks and sites of national historical significance over recent years suggests that
some (arguably) ‘non-science’ investigators have been supported but it is unclear by what mechanism
that support was provided or whether those discoveries were by search or serendipity. I could find no
successful applications of this sort in recently supported primary, supplementary, or piggy-back projects. It
remains unknown whether some researchers are being discouraged by the relatively narrow focus of
some MNF documentation. Simply referring to research rather than science and including a broader
disciplinary range of examples in documentation likely would remove that potential.

Recommendation
16. The MNF revise literature, applications, and advice to potential applicants to make
clear its support for a broad range of research and canvass more explicitly a broader
range of potential research users.

Assessment Panels
The composition and operation of the two assessment panels (Scientific Advisory Committee, SAC, and
National Benefit Assessment Panel, NBAP) were raised several times. Discussion of the panels, their
Chairs, and the work of members always was positive and complimentary but suggestions for
improvement also were provided.
Many people considered the composition of the SAC and NBAP to be appropriate and sufficient but some
suggested that a broader range of expertise should be available to assess disciplines beyond the bluewater science disciplines most often supported historically by the MNF (for the SAC) or the relevance of
applications to expected end-users (for the NBAP). It also was suggested by some that having one or two
international members of the SAC would improve the independence of assessments and provide some
arms-length perspective on processes, notwithstanding the fact that such international members almost
certainly would come with a relatively narrow disciplinary perspective. Some also suggested that the
NBAP would benefit from inclusion of more members from within Federal agencies, especially if those
members were familiar with current or emerging agency needs.
Another suggestion was to appoint a broader ‘pool’ of SAC and NBAP members who could be called on
for assessments as appropriate to the range of disciplines and end users central to applications received
in each assessment cycle. This suggestion would have particular relevance to optimise assessments of
applications against strategic priorities that change among assessment cycles.
The application assessment process involves semi-independent scoring of applications by the SAC
(against Criteria 1 and 3) and NBAP (Criterion 2). The SAC chair attends NBAP meetings and scores
applications against Criterion 2 but the NBAP Chair neither attends SAC meetings nor scores applications
against Criteria 1 or 3. The SC Chair also attends all SAC and NBAP meetings and scores applications
against all three criteria.
The exchange of information between assessment panels might be seen as an important part of overall
assessments but also might be seen as blurring the basis on which claims against criteria are judged.
8

See, for example: Strolger L and P Natarajan (2019) Doling out Hubble time with dual-anonymous evaluation.
Physics Today. DoI:10.1063/PT.6.3.20190301a
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Complete transparency across research and national benefit domains arguably would be provided best
by having just a single assessment panel with a mix of technical and end-user expertise, whilst greater
independence of assessments would be provided by complete separation of the panels, at least for initial
scoring and discussion of relevant criteria. Establishment of the NBAP as a separate panel suggests the
latter was anticipated by the MNF but that model seems likely to be compromised materially by having the
Chair of the SAC participate in NBAP discussions and score against Criterion 2. This action also raises
the prospect of unintended influence of research assessments (by the SAC Chair) on judgments of
national benefit. Having the SC Chair score applications against all criteria also comes with some
(unintended) process-risk by having the SC Chair involved in the ranking of applications that the SC
ultimately (implicitly or explicitly) reviews when making decisions about alternative voyage schedules.

Recommendations
17. The MNF consider mechanisms to expand the disciplinary spread available to the SAC
and the breadth and currency of end-user knowledge available to the NBAP.

18. The SAC and NBAP be made independent for initial assessments of applications,
without cross-committee input or participation of the Steering Committee (SC) Chair.

19. A joint meeting of the SAC and NBAP be held late in each assessment cycle to discuss
the applications’ merit across all criteria, without amendment of assessments from
either committee and with strictly observer attendance by the SC Chair.

Pre-proposals
The MNF uses pre-proposals (effectively expressions of interest) to advertise to other applicants the
scope of projects being posited for applications in a given assessment cycle, to foster collaboration. Most
applicants thought the process informative but some suggested it did not precipitate collaboration or
cross-discipline integration and was under-used. It was suggested that the MNF could use pre-proposals
more actively in several ways, such as to:
1. engage with applicants to ‘guide’ (in general terms) further application development, especially
where likely issues are apparent in a pre-proposal;
2. more actively discuss with applicants opportunities for collaboration in the interests of
integrating potentially related projects (which should be distinguished from simply putting
spatially and temporally parallel but otherwise distinct projects into a single application), rather
than leaving it to principle investigators to ‘self-organise’;
3. short-list projects that fit within strategic or operational priorities for the relevant schedule period,
advising PIs whose pre-proposals, prima-facie, appear unlikely to be consistent with MNF
strategy or operational planning for that assessment cycle; or
4. discuss potential scheduling flexibility with applicants, especially where pre-proposals clearly
indicate likely timing clashes (such as competition for voyages in particular seasons).
It would be important to ensure that any implementation of the above suggestions was crafted carefully to
ensure there was no corruption of the assessment process. That would mean, at minimum, that
engagement with prospective applicants at the pre-proposal stage should be explicitly ‘without prejudice’
and done by MNF staff, and without any involvement of SAC, NBAP, or SC members.

Recommendation
20. The MNF consider mechanisms to use Pre-proposals more effectively for application
and schedule development.

Peer Review
The MNF has a thorough process for independent peer review of applications against Criteria 1 and 3.
Peer review was considered an important step in research assessment but there was some opacity (for
applicants) about how peer reviews were weighted in final assessments and (for SAC members) about
the robustness of some reviews, especially where narrative comments on applications were at odds with
(usually high) scores. The former could be clarified by articulating explicitly how peer reviews are
incorporated into assessment by the SAC, which appears not to be articulated currently. The latter might
be helped by improving scoring guidance and more explicit direction to external reviewers about the
importance of scoring appropriately given project limitations articulated in review narratives.
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Satisfactory resolution of the ‘performance’ of peer reviewers, such that peer review scores were found to
be consistent with assessment narratives, might facilitate formal inclusion of peer review scores in
collation of final application scores from the SAC, though the mechanics of doing so fairly would need
some consideration. One option would be to collate multiple peer review scores for each application into
a single score that then was simply collated as an additional score with those from the SAC members.
Clear procedures would be needed to deal with situations in which variable peer response rates resulted
in some applications having more peer reviews than others. It will be important that whatever method is
adopted for accommodating peer review scores is applied impartially and consistently, with minimum
requirement for or influence of judgments by SAC members or MNF staff.
External review against Criterion 2 (national benefit) is optional in the assessment process, left to the
discretion of individual NBAP members. Two questions raised about the assessment of Criterion 2 were
whether the NBAP had sufficient breadth or currency of expertise to be assessing national benefit claims
fairly across all applications and whether assessment of NB might be unduly influenced by individual
NBAP members who were considered to have relevant specialist knowledge. There appears to be a
strong case, therefore, for implementing systematic external review of applications’ claims of end-user
engagement, path to impact, and benefit to provide broader and ‘tested’ assessments of claims against
Criterion 2. It would be important to devise fair and transparent ways for ‘counting’ external reviews
against Criterion 2, as discussed above for technical peer reviews against criteria 1 and 3. Methods that
were consistent across all criteria would be preferable, for clarity and ease of articulation to applicants.

Recommendations
21. The MNF continue use of peer review of Research Quality and introduce routine
external review of claimed National Benefit.

22. The MNF resolve appropriate formal procedures for including external reviewers’
scores into application assessments and articulate those methods to applicants.

Unsupportable Applications
The SAC supplements its scoring with a qualitative judgment of whether each application is supportable
or of such poor quality that it should not be considered for allocation to a voyage. These assessments
presumably reflect the scores against Criteria 1 or 3 or both, though the “red line” score appears not to be
explicit. The NBAP apparently does not make a similar categorical determination. The current scoring
guidelines for a National Benefit score of less than 21 (and arguably 21–40), however, would seem to
render any application so scored unsupportable if delivering National Benefit really is a requirement for
MNF support —
1–20:

• contain no policy, industry or other stakeholder link;

 offer no objectives around science delivery and its application and uptake by
end users;
 provide no relevant supporting documentation from end users;
 offer no evidence of a plan for engaging the end users, and no sense of history
of previous engagement;
 demonstrate no potential for impact, seen as desirable by the end users, in the
1-10 year time frame; and
 provide no evidence of previous translation of scientific results into
demonstrable impact.

It would be appropriate if the NBAP applied explicitly a minimum standard that would demarcate
applications with such a poor case for national benefit that they should not be considered further.

Recommendation
23. The MNF specifies criteria that would render applications unsupportable against
Research Quality or National Benefit criteria.

Feedback to Applicants
An issue raised by some applicants, and past or current SAC members, was the apparent mismatch
between external peer reviews (to which rejoinders were invited) and final application assessments (as
reported in feedback to applicants). The most cited disconnect was between “glowing” peer reviews and
low-rankings against Criterion 1 or 3, or both, in final assessment results, mostly without explanation in
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written feedback (though apparently clarified if offered verbal feedback was sought). Such a disconnect
might reflect the difference between ‘absolute’ commentary by reviewers on single applications and the
ranking of all proposals irrespective of their overall quality. The ranking process necessarily will result in
even very high quality proposals receiving relatively low ranks when the field of applications is very
strong, so creating the impression to applicants that their proposal was of low quality (rather than simply
of lower rank than others). Improving the detail and clarity of feedback to unsuccessful applicants, with
associated clarification of apparent disconnects between external reviews and final assessment results,
would be welcomed by applicants.
A related issue for some was linked to rejoinder opportunities. Applicants are invited to comment on
external reviews against Criteria 1 and 3 and initial NBAP comments against Criterion 2, though
apparently cannot respond to SAC comments. Some cited concerns that some matters raised in written
or verbal feedback after assessments were ‘new’ and could have been addressed or clarified simply and
productively had the opportunity for ‘rejoinder’ to them been provided during the process. This issue
arose for comments apparently from either the SAC or NBAP. Applicants considered it appropriate that
they should have the opportunity to provide clarifications against issues identified by the SAC and NBAP
during initial (individual member) assessments, similar to providing rejoinders to peer reviews, before
results were finalised.
There are some potential process issues with providing such a comprehensive rejoinder opportunity,
especially if the prospect of collective scoring revision during SAC or NBAP meetings is to be avoided. A
preferable option would be to collate initial comments from all assessors and provide rejoinders to those
comments back to assessors before each assessor finalised their scores for submission to the MNF.

Recommendation
24. The MNF provide opportunity for comment on all key issues raised by external
reviewers, the SAC, or NBAP during the assessment process and provide more
detailed feedback to applicants following the assessment process.

Education and Training
The MNF clearly states its intention to support education and training (E&T) of future researchers —
The MNF remains strongly committed to training the next generation of marine scientists
so applications that include involvement of students are also encouraged .
The MNF also has actively supported specific E&T programs through provision of berths and technical
support on Investigator voyages. The Collaborative Australian Postgraduate Sea Training Alliance
Network (CAPSTAN, hosted by Macquarie University) program was regarded very positively by all those
who knew of it, as was the Educator on Board program (hosted by CSIRO Education), though the latter
was less well-known than the former. All people with whom these programs were discussed strongly
encouraged continued support from the MNF.
There was considerable uncertainty about the role or priority of E&T in MNF processes beyond these
activities, however. There was somewhat limited awareness of the explicit emphasis on E&T in the
supplementary project application and assessment process, mostly limited to people who had either
applied for supplementary projects or been involved in their assessment. Others noted that they
encouraged student researchers to occupy ‘spare’ berths on primary voyages, presumably via the piggyback project process, and the MNF had been very supportive of that approach.
There was unanimous support for an E&T emphasis to be retained, or enhanced, in the supplementary
project process and a common view that E&T should be considered broadly to encompass student
training, technician training, professional development for early career researchers, and mentoring of new
project or voyage leaders. Some felt that the current emphasis of E&T by the MNF appears very
research-centric, however, and technical training was not well promoted. Those people argued that the
MNF had an important, but under-developed, role in training the next generation of field technicians in
collaboration with other research or operational agencies or industry.
Most applicants for primary voyages expected that having some Opportunities for training included at item
20 in the primary voyage application form would count positively in assessments. It was not clear to most
applicants, however, what specifically was expected to be provided in the application or how that might be
counted or weighted in application assessments. There also was uncertainty among existing and previous
SAC and NBAP members about if, and how, E&T activities should be counted in assessments and who
should be considering them. There was a unanimous view, however, that E&T of future researchers and
technicians should be an important component of activities supported by the MNF.
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There were diverse views about whether or how education and training (E&T) opportunities should be
considered or weighted in primary voyage applications, including (but not limited to):
 The current arrangements are reasonable, though would benefit from clarification of what is
expected and how E&T is considered in application assessments;
 E&T should be an option but not required in primary voyage applications and should not
influence assessment of such applications because opportunities for E&T vary institutionally and
among research projects;
 E&T should be the subject of separate, aligned proposals submitted with primary applications
and subject to separate assessment, effectively a specific instance of supplementary application
submitted by the team seeking a primary voyage;
 E&T should be a required component of primary voyage applications and proposed activities
should be evaluated explicitly as part of application assessments (by either the SAC or NBAP);
 E&T should be more than simply taking students on voyages and should include mentoring early
career researchers, new PIs, and technician training.
Views also differed about whether E&T proposals should be assessed by the SAC as a component of
research quality, or by the NBAP as an aspect of national benefit. Some argued that the latter was more
appropriate because developing future research and technical capacity would be a national benefit and
assessing it as one (explicit) national benefit claimed in an application obviated issues arising from
making E&T either mandatory or optional and potentially then requiting a separate assessment criterion.
No one considered that the MNF should be responsible for providing E&T but it was suggested by some
that the MNF should ‘manage’ E&T activities more explicitly. Suggestions included reserving a few berths
on voyages for allocation to E&T and either working with successful primary applicants to develop E&T
activities appropriate to the voyage or allocating reserved berths competitively on application.

Recommendation
25. The MNF develop an explicit education and training strategy for all education and
training support by the MNF, including clarifying the role, importance, and assessment
of education and training (broadly defined) in primary voyage applications.

Technology Development
Some people commented that there was insufficient emphasis on or opportunity for allocation of time at
sea specifically for technology innovation, development, or trials, possibly assessed against more fit-forpurpose criteria than those used for assessing research proposals. It was acknowledged that sea-trials of
MNF equipment were done from time-to-time and that the application guidance for primary or
supplementary projects included reference to scientific and/or technical excellence. Most felt, however,
there was a strong emphasis on ‘new knowledge’ research rather than technology development and that
it was likely to be difficult to ‘sell’ a primary application built around technology innovation, development,
or testing. It also was suggested that calls for supplementary applications more explicitly could target
technology development or testing and that there might be useful partnership opportunities with the
private sector in this area.

Recommendation
26. The MNF consider providing assessment criteria specific to technology development
proposals, together with guidance about how, in principle, technology development and
testing might be incorporated into voyage schedules.

Supplementary Projects
The processes by which supplementary applications are sought and assessed once primary voyages are
publicised broadly appear reasonable, though some amendments may be warranted to align those
processes better with other changes that might be adopted from this review.
The supplementary applications more explicitly encourage education and training or technology
development as primary objectives than is the case for primary applications. That emphasis is
appropriate, as is the broad alignment of the assessment criteria for supplementary applications with
those for primary voyages, notwithstanding the use of a different scoring method. These features of
supplementary applications should be retained (though perhaps not the different scoring method),
meaning that assessment criteria will need to be changed if the recommended revisions to primary
assessment criteria are accepted. It also would be helpful to provide specifically tailored criteria for more
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appropriate assessment of dedicated education and training or technology development supplementary
applications. The application of a separate criterion to assess Logistical integration with other applications
should be retained.

Recommendation
27. The MNF review assessment criteria for supplementary research applications to ensure
consistency with (revised) assessment criteria for primary applications and consider
developing dedicated analogous criteria for education and training or technology
development focused supplementary applications.

Application Timetable
The annual timetable for applications and assessments was raised by several researchers as an issue,
especially those from universities who also were applying to the Australian Research Council (ARC) for
operational funding for their project. Most noted that lack of coordination between the ARC and MNF
processes meant that an application to each had to include a caveat that the results of the other were not
known. Some were concerned that this uncertainty might affect negatively assessments for MNF
voyages or ARC funding. There was strong support for any process by which MNF assessment results
could be known by late November each year, before preparation of relevant ARC applications would
begin in earnest. Both the MNF and the ARC advised me that the likelihood was low that unknown results
from the other process would affect application assessments, but each also noted that they could not
absolutely rule out the prospect that individual assessors might (deliberately or inadvertently) weight
proposals differently depending on the certainty of either funding or access to vessel time.
A second timing-related issue was noted by researchers seeking Southern Ocean voyages for which they
might be eligible for either an MNF voyage or a voyage on Aurora Australis (or Nuyina in future). Those
people lamented the need to submit two applications for the same project and felt considerable efficiency
would result from the MNF and the Australian Antarctic Division reaching agreement on voyage allocation
and scheduling processes that would optimise use of the vessels for Southern Ocean research.

Recommendations
28. The MNF consider changing the application assessment timetable to be completed by
the end of November in each year of applications.

29. The MNF approach the Australian Antarctic Division to seek a mechanism for
coordinating allocation of vessel time to research in the Southern Ocean that might be
suitable for support from Investigator or Nuyina.

Approach to Schedule Development
Strategy and Flexibility
There was a common view that having Investigator traverse vast distances across the marine estate in
each year was sub-optimal, despite the fact that those transits did include research or training activities
and provided data useful for research. A commonly (though not unanimously) preferred option was that
the MNF schedule Investigator to operate in selected regions in each deployment cycle9 that:
a) are aligned with strategic priorities, including research campaigns, in that deployment cycle;
b) optimise allocation of operational days at sea to research activities whilst reducing transit times
among research voyages; and
c) result in Investigator being deployed across the extent of Australia’s marine estate over a 3-5
year rolling operational window.
There also was broad, though again not unanimous, support for greater flexibility both in scheduling
Investigator each year (currently) and in allocating projects to voyages. Flexibility was favoured in
applying annual boundaries to each schedule such that the start and end dates of a detailed schedule (as
opposed to the scheduling priorities in a strategy-aligned operational plan) might be varied if doing so
materially improved capacity to deliver highly ranked research that otherwise might be rejected only
because of scheduling constraints against inflexible time-boundaries. Allowing ‘annual’ schedules to begin
9

Note again here that the general ‘deployment cycle’ is used because I discuss below whether strictly annual
scheduling of Investigator is most appropriate.
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slightly earlier or end slightly later than the strict financial year boundaries currently used might facilitate
material improvements in the number of high-quality proposals that can be supported, whilst seeking
deployment of Investigator for an average of 300 d/year over a 3-5 year operational window.
There clearly is a nexus between an MNF strategy and operational plan and scheduling Investigator to
meet the above objectives. There is a prospect in that nexus that national needs or priorities might
precipitate quite different demands for voyage time in different regions, potentially meaning that
deployment over a 3–5 year operating window was not (roughly) equitable across regions of the marine
estate. This prospect is not necessarily a poor result if demand for research warrants different periods of
operation in different regions, but some caution will be needed in balancing schedules entirely according
to demand. It would be perverse strategically, for example, if scheduling windows for ‘popular’ (with
researchers) or high-demand (from agencies) regions were extended so much that opportunities in other
regions were constrained as a consequence by severe shortening of schedule windows in those regions.
Flexibility in setting schedule windows would address the underlying prospect of variable demand across
regions but there also would need to be some boundaries to such flexibility to avoid perverse outcomes.
Those boundaries might be anticipated in part (carefully) by reference to the geographic profile of past
applications, though care would be needed in doing so because it might be expected that the prospect of
dedicated blocks of sea-time in a previously lightly-visited region might generate greater interest than
previously from researchers and agencies for voyages in that region. Balancing these issues to reach an
‘appropriate’ distribution of voyages across the marine estate might be accommodated by scheduling
over more than one region in biennial calls for applications (discussed below).
An option suggested by some, but not discussed widely, and worth considering within the context of a
rolling 3-5 year planning window would be to run calls for applications every 2 years for 2 operating
regions, rather than annually for single regions. Such an approach would facilitate considerably greater
scheduling flexibility in response to policy demand and the range of applications received in each call,
potentially removing entirely the strictly annual scheduling limits. There perhaps is greater prospect of
under-subscription of MNF sea-time with biennial calls for applications but that risk seems low given
application rates since Investigator was commissioned. A move to more flexible scheduling around
biennial application rounds might reduce the prospect of applications being rejected only because of
scheduling constraints.

Recommendations
30. The MNF schedule Investigator to operate in a selected region in each deployment
cycle with appropriate cover of Australia’s marine estate over about 3-5 years.

31. The MNF consider increasing flexibility in scheduling of Investigator, including by either:
(a) allowing flexibility in boundaries to (approximately) annual scheduling; or
(b) adopting biennial calls for applications with scheduling over approximately 2 years.

Application Management
Most people were aware that the MNF received applications each year for more voyage time than was
available on Investigator, even with funding for 300 days of operation per year. Some also suspected but
were not certain that logistic constraints on scheduling might mean that highly-ranked applications could
not be accommodated. Most people considered this an undesirable, though perhaps inevitable, outcome
of annual scheduling constraints.
There was considerable support for ‘carrying forward’ highly ranked proposals into future schedules
where such proposals would be rejected only because of scheduling. Various modes of carry-forward
were suggested, ranging from simply considering the scores of the proposal against those of future
applications to allocating a voyage ‘off the top’ of a future schedule. Many people favoured greater
engagement between the MNF and PIs for acceptable applications around scheduling options where
schedules might be improved by changes in timing or locations of research activities. Most applicants
considered that it would be better to receive a voyage with some adjustments than no voyage at all.
Any discussion of prospective scheduling, including potential carry-forward of applications, would require
careful management of applicant expectations. It would be important for applicants to recognise that any
discussions would be without prejudice, at least initially, and final scheduling decisions would remain with
the Steering Committee. Key issues to be clarified in discussion would include, inter alia: (a) it might not
be possible to include a project in the current schedule even with adjustments to timing or location; and
(b) any carry-forward options would depend on (i) it being feasible for the research proposed to be
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delivered as proposed within a future schedule; (ii) that research being consistent with the deployment
strategy for the forward schedule; and (iii) carrying-forward the application would not constrain unduly the
operation of Investigator in the forward schedule.
The prospect of highly-ranked applications being rejected only because of scheduling logistics likely
would be reduced with more flexible boundaries for schedules, and perhaps reduced more with a longer
scheduling window associated with approximately biennial scheduling (above).

Recommendation
32. The MNF discuss scheduling flexibility with supportable applicants as appropriate
during schedule drafting, including the prospect of delayed scheduling for high-ranked
applications if necessary.

Multi-voyage Applications
The MNF introduced the option of applying for ‘multi-year’ voyages with commissioning of Investigator. All
multi-year granted voyage applications currently are required to justify the necessity of multiple voyages
to address the research questions being posed, but also appear likely to be judged against a higher
standard than single-year proposals —
Multi-year applications must be of outstanding merit to be awarded and should clearly
outline the scientific justification why multiple voyages are required to answer a research
question. If the voyages being requested are not connected by a research question, then
separate applications should be submitted.
It is not clear from the above how time on multiple voyages within a single scheduling year (or period)
should be sought. It seems appropriate that the same approach should apply to seeking (time on) multiple
voyages within one schedule as to seeking multiple voyages over two or three schedules. I therefore will
use the term ‘multi-voyage applications’ to encompass all options in which sea-time is sought on multiple
voyages from a single application, whether primary or supplementary.
Multi-voyage applications have been submitted and supported but there appears to be uncertainty about
whether some projects should be submitted as single- or multi-voyage applications, particularly where
instruments are deployed during one voyage and will need, at minimum, recovery during a later voyage.
The prospect of deploying instruments that are not recovered seems a waste of resources and to result in
lost opportunity, as well as leaving junk on the seafloor or in the ocean. It does not seem reasonable,
however, that the MNF should inherit by default responsibility for avoiding these outcomes. Dependence
of instrument recovery on one or more separate proposals therefore entails the risk that either (a) a
‘recovery’ application might not be supported, leaving instruments stranded in situ, or (b) the MNF might
be constrained in future scheduling if it implicitly is considered to have agreed to recover deployed
instruments simply by supporting the initial proposal. I understand that both things have occurred.
The above uncertainties will be avoided if all projects that explicitly or implicitly will require vessel time on
more than one voyage are required to be submitted as multi-voyage applications, including those that
involve deployment and later recovery of instruments. The quid quo pro in so doing is that the MNF then
would need to commit to fulfilling any approved commitments over multiple voyages. There would seem
to be a reasonable distinction, however, between an application that required a dedicated second or third
voyage (e.g., to a distant location), even if only recovering instruments, and one for which follow-up work
(e.g., recovering an instrument) could be done conveniently during a voyage for another project or transit.
There clearly is an interaction here between the logistic cost of a multi-voyage project and its merit (in
terms of research quality and national benefit) but it is not clear that that interaction is judged best simply
by requiring any multi-voyage application to be of arbitrarily higher merit than a roughly analogous singlevoyage application. The merit assessment arguably should be independent of the scheduling challenges,
as apparently is the case for single-voyage applications. Declining a multi-voyage application for benefitcost deficiencies perhaps should be an operational consideration for the MNF and, in particular, Steering
Committee during schedule development and approval respectively.
The earlier recommendation to implement strategic, region-focussed scheduling over a multi-year window
also has operational implications for assessment of multi-voyage applications. The sequence of regional
foci in particular will be important if multi-voyage applications are to be considered. It clearly would be
most efficient to ensure neighbouring regions were targeted in successive deployment cycles to minimise
the transit required to revisit locations from the previous schedule(s) if required by a multi-voyage
application. Biennial applications and scheduling would help manage this issue, as would encouraging
multi-voyage applications to entail voyages over no more than 2 deployment cycles.
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Recommendations
33. The MNF retain the options of single- and multi-voyage applications but clarify the
conditions under which each is required, including requiring that any project with implicit
or explicit future voyage requirements be submitted as a multi-voyage application.

34. Assessment criteria for applications be applied consistently for single- and multi-voyage
applications with judgments about benefit-cost tradeoffs and scheduling consequences
of supportable multi-voyage applications being assessed by the Steering Committee.

Other Matters
Several ancillary issues relevant to the assessment or execution of voyages arose in consultations. The
following mostly either were not ‘in-scope’ for the review or of peripheral relevance to the focus on equity
and efficiency of access and use of the MNF. They are provided here as feedback to the MNF rather than
as findings or recommendations from the review.

MNF Equipment Strategy
Management and use of Investigator were the foci of most discussions but some people also commented
on management of the broader suite of equipment held by the MNF. Praise for the work of the MNF and,
in particular, the technical service provided by the MNF, was common in these conversations but a
recurrent issue raised was about the long-term planning for equipment replacement or upgrade. There
generally was lack of knowledge about how the MNF equipment pool was managed for upgrade, renewal,
or replacement other than from occasional one-off consultation about particular items of equipment.
Several people considered that the MNF should have a public and transparent strategy for managing the
MNF equipment pool, including formal mechanisms of research community input to current and likely
future equipment needs and acquisition priorities. The process used to garner advice and set equipment
priorities during the build of Investigator, entailing a formal Technical Advisory Group, was cited by some
as a good model that might be used operationally by the MNF. The MNF apparently is developing such a
strategy, including processes for garnering advice from relevant research communities.

Communications
Communication about MNF voyages and research results, and demonstration of national benefit
delivered with MNF support, were considered important components of participating in MNF voyages and
key vehicles for conveying the importance of continued support for the MNF. Many people applauded the
public, mostly media, communications delivered from multiple voyages and also endorsed the richness of
material provided on-line by the MNF.
There also was some frustration expressed, however, about the mechanism of communication support
provided to voyage participants. A frequent comment was that public communications from or about
voyages was overly regulated by the MNF, or, more specifically, CSIRO. Several stakeholders sought
more flexible and inclusive communications during and after voyages with less over-arching constraint by
CSIRO process and more timely access to posts or media, especially over weekends when MNF media
personnel were not working. Some people felt the MNF, as a national facility operating on behalf of
national research communities and others, should have more communications support ‘in-house’ with
greater autonomy and independence from CSIRO policies.
Several stakeholders also noted that they were unaware of any overarching communication strategy for
the MNF or communications specifically targeted at government audiences. It was acknowledged that the
MNF and CSIRO clearly had been effective in gaining recent additional funding for the MNF but there also
was concern that an ongoing engagement process was not clear, potentially resulting in missed
opportunities to garner support from across the broader marine and atmospheric research communities.
The MNF has developed a draft communications strategy but that strategy has not been completed or
publicised. I encourage the MNF to develop further a Communications, Outreach, and Engagement
strategy to guide targeted communications and engagement activities, with particular emphases on,
among other things: (a) informing the general public about the research and technical activities of the
MNF; (b) informing the broad research community about the facilities available and opportunities for
access of the MNF; and (c) informing government and industry about the strategic national benefits
arising from having the MNF. The latter, in particular, should be based on systematic monitoring of
impacts from MNF activities to provide an evidence-based case for benefit and future support.
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Performance Assessment
Most people asked were unclear about the formality or extent of monitoring by the MNF of supported
project outputs and delivery, other than via requests for PIs to record same in post-voyage reports or
future applications. Most also felt, however, that the MNF should be documenting post-voyage outputs
and delivery of promised end-user products, in addition to monitoring compliance with contract voyage
obligations (see above, Access Criteria — Compliance with MNF Policy). Two reasons for such projectspecific performance assessment were cited: (a) to capture robust evidence of outputs and benefits
accruing from MNF supported activities to substantiate cases for ongoing support of the MNF; and (b) as
a means of informing SAC and NBAP discussions about prior performance during (subsequent)
application assessments.
There was unanimous support from those asked for periodic external review of the MNF, as a facility.
Most were aware that the CSIRO implements periodic (~ every 5 years) review of its research units
(Divisions and Flagships historically, Business Units currently) and considered a similar process desirable
for the MNF, in the interests of continuous improvement and to ensure the MNF is operating consistently
with international best practice. Most people suggested such periodic reviews should be by a panel of
relevant national and international experts.

Sample Curation
The MNF clearly requires undertakings from voyage applicants for the proper curation of and access to
samples collected during voyages (Item 22 in primary voyage applications, Item 13 in supplementary
applications). It was suggested that the MNF should provide greater guidance about what national
sample repositories were available and more stringent follow-up with participants to ensure appropriate
curation of samples was been ensured. It also was suggested that the MNF could require a supporting
statement for hosts of national sample collections to verify that applicants had consulted with those hosts
prior to submitting an application, to avoid the prospect that collected samples were either not expected
by a collection host or could not be accommodated and ensure that all applicants were aware of the
minimum data and handing requirements to enable sample archiving in national collections. The MNF
also might consider monitoring compliance with sample curation policies in the interests of enhancing
long-term curation of samples from MNF-supported voyages.

MNF Delivery of Voyage Data
People who had been on MNF voyages were unanimous in their praise of the quality and quantity of
technical support provided during voyages. One issue that arose several times, however, was the timely
delivery of voyage data by the MNF after voyages. Some participants noted that there sometimes were
lengthy delays in receiving voyage data from the MNF and that those delays impeded work-up and
application of results from voyages, post-voyage reporting to the MNF, or both. It seems likely that there
would be various causes of such (occasional) delays and those causes are not clear to me but it is
important that the MNF endeavour to identify and resolve any systematic or operational cases of delayed
data delivery.

ARC Assessment of Applications
The Australian Research Council is acknowledged as having a ‘gold standard’ of research proposal
management and assessment. It was recommended in the 2017 Australian Antarctic Science Program
Governance Review that —
All competitive science grant assessments to be undertaken by the Australian Research
Council (ARC)
with
The single science-excellence assessment process to be integrated with AAD logistic
and strategic assessment processes, to provide efficiency and certainty.
Most people contacted were asked about the concept that such an approach also might be explored with
the ARC by the MNF. Less than 10% of people, however, considered such an integration to be
appropriate, feasible, and potentially fit-for purpose. Most considered the marine and voyage-focussed
assessment process developed by the MNF, with appropriately populated SAC and NBAP, to be more fitfor-purpose than would be existing ARC processes that necessarily entailed a far broader disciplinary and
contextual perspective than was relevant to the MNF. Knowledge of vessel-based research was
considered an important expertise for assessing MNF applications, especially when considering the
feasibility of completing proposed research from Investigator.
It also was noted by many that not all MNF applicants were seeking research cash-funding and many
would not be eligible for ARC funding, so complicating the ‘fit’ of MNF applications with ARC assessment
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purpose and process. Several people also were concerned that the university focus of the ARC might
entail unintended biases in assessments of applications from other research providers. The prospect that
some form of MNF-specific processes run by the ARC was considered worth investigating but it often was
noted that such a scheme probably would be very expensive (for the MNF) and would be more
appropriate to consider in the context of some future nationally coordinate system for managing access to
the “Australian research vessel fleet”.
It is noteworthy here that most other countries have systems of managing access to one or more
research vessels in which research proposal assessments are done independently of the bodies
responsible for allocating projects to vessels and scheduling voyages.
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Appendix 1: Terms of Reference
Review of the Marine National Facility Access Framework
Terms of Reference
Background
Funded by the Australian Government and owned and operated by CSIRO under direction of an
independent Steering Committee, the Marine National Facility (MNF) provides a marine research
capability to the Australian scientific community and their international collaborators. At the core of the
MNF is the state-of-the-art research vessel—RV Investigator.
Since its commissioning in 2014, Investigator has operated at sea for between 180 and 210 days each
year. The 2018 Federal budget included announcement of additional annual funds to increase meritbased access to Investigator to utilise the vessel to its full capacity of approximately 300 days per year.
As part of transitioning to full year operations, the MNF, with endorsement and directions from the MNF
Steering Committee, is commissioning an independent Review of its access framework, which governs
decisions about allocation of time on Investigator. The Review is intended to ensure that the utilisation of
Australia’s only blue water research vessel over the coming 10-15 years is geared to deliver maximum
value to the nation.
The MNF access framework comprises of:
MNF Principles of Access—which allows for three types of use, i.e. merit-based granted voyages;
user-funded research, and commercial use; and
Assessment of MNF Granted Voyages—which defines “merit” criteria and sets out how applications
for merit-based granted voyages are assessed and voyage schedules determined.
Both documents are available at http://www.mnf.csiro.au/Policies-and-documents.aspx.

Objective and Scope
Through the Review, the MNF aims to ensure that decision-making in relation to allocation of sea time is:
actively aimed at delivering high impact and high quality science and data in line with national
strategic priorities—for example, as identified in the National Marine Science Plan 2015-25—and
consistent with existing investment in national marine infrastructure and programs;
geared towards an optimal utilisation of the MNF integrated capabilities and resources, in the
context of available cost effective alternatives, including existing and planned publicly-funded
marine research platforms and commercially available platforms;
equitable and transparent, in line with the underpinning principle of the 2016 National Research
Infrastructure Roadmap that “all researchers across academia, government and industry should be
able to access national research infrastructure, including landmark facilities, equitably with priority
provided to meritorious research”; and
efficient for MNF users, assessors and the MNF.
Guided by the objectives above, the Review will make recommendations on:
1. Access criteria that provide for fair and equitable opportunity for merit-based access across all the
relevant research types, institutions, disciplines and impact areas that rely upon access to bluewater science capabilities.
2. Access allocation models that facilitate the optimal utilisation of MNF resources, the delivery of
high quality science and data, and a strong and sustained alignment with national priorities. This
should include consideration of:
relevant national infrastructure and programs;
whether and how MNF should continue to allow access for user-funded and/or commercial use
of Investigator;
the use of alternative, fit for purpose marine research platforms;
the flexibility required to address the logistic constraints associated with full year operations.
3. Approach to schedule development that is fit for purpose, efficient and effectively integrated with
the consideration of overriding logistical constraints.
4. Any other issue that is an impediment to meeting the objectives above, including barriers to apply
for and/or access MNF sea time.
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Out of Scope
The need for better coordination across marine research facilities and for integration across research
funding mechanisms has been recently identified through a number of strategic planning and review
processes (National Marine Science Plan 2015-25; 2016 Research Infrastructure Roadmap; Australian
Antarctic Science Program Governance Review). These are not matters of specific focus for this Review,
although they should be considered as important context, particularly with respect to how access
allocation models might evolve into the future.
While the MNF includes all data collected on MNF vessels, matters pertaining to access to data are not
part of this Review.

Consultation
The Review will be based on consultation across the science community, government and industry users
and other relevant stakeholders, including other research vessel operators within Australia and overseas.
The specific approach to consultation will be developed by the Reviewer with sign off by the MNF and
may include individual meetings, workshops and a survey/questionnaire.

Review process, outputs and timing
The Review will be conducted by an independent Reviewer, selected on the basis of suitable
qualifications, knowledge and experience. The MNF will provide administrative support.
The Reviewer will present interim results and recommendations to the MNF Steering Committee in April
2019 for feedback on outstanding questions or issues. A Final Report will be submitted to the MNF
Director by 15 May 2019.
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Appendix 2: Current Principles of Access to the MNF
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1. Purpose
This document articulates access principles for Investigator’s annually available sea time.

2. Background
With two thirds of Australia underwater, at nearly 14 million km2, we have the third largest marine
jurisdiction globally and Australia has sovereign rights over much of this vast estate and associated
fishing, mineral and petroleum resources. These resources and their associated industries underpin the
vitality and sustained success of the Australian economy. For example, in 2009 the national value of
production across all marine-based industries was valued at AU$42.3 billion, contributing to more than
10% of the nation’s Gross Domestic Product. This contribution is expected to increase significantly over
the coming years to approximately AU$100 billion by 2025 through the expansion of existing and new
industries associated with renewable energy (e.g. waves, wind and tide) and food (e.g. aquaculture and
fisheries). Underpinning the growth and sustainability of ocean-based industries for future generations,
marine research supports and informs evidence-based decisions by all stakeholders.

3. Marine

National Facility (MNF)

Funded by the Australian Government since 1984 and overseen by an independent Steering Committee,
the MNF provides a keystone element of the nation’s research infrastructure by providing a blue-water
research capability to Australian marine researchers and their international collaborators for work in
Australia’s vast marine estate. Through merit based grants of sea time, research undertaken through the
MNF contributes to Australia’s national benefit by providing key information to government, industry and
other stakeholders to support evidence-based decision-making. Research use is focused on challenges
in environmental and fisheries management, geological resources, regional and global climate, coastal
and offshore developments and marine operations.

4. RV

Investigator

In 2014 the MNF commissioned a new purpose-built 94m multi-purpose research vessel
Investigator, providing a step change in Australian marine and atmospheric research capability.
Investigator has greatly increased capacity over the previous MNF vessel Southern Surveyor
and can carry out voyages from the tropics to the Antarctic ice edge with up to 40 scientists onboard and spending up to 300 days per year at sea on voyages up to 60 days in duration.
Investigator also hosts an extensive suite of state of the art scientific research equipment and is
one of a handful of research vessels globally designed for very quiet operation with the ability to
undertake acoustic mapping and sampling to the deepest parts of our oceans. Accordingly, the
commissioning of Investigator has significantly increased the ability of the MNF to address
rapidly increasing demand for research in the national interest.

4.a. MNF Granted Voyages (GV)
In May 2014 the Australian Government reaffirmed a commitment to the MNF, allocating AU$65.7million
over the next four years to operate Investigator. This funding allows approximately 180 research days at
sea per year to be competitively funded on merit as Granted Voyages (GV) which is the fundamental
principle underpinning the establishment of the Marine National Facility.

4.b. MNF User-Funded Voyages (UFV)
Given Investigator’s capacity to provide up to 300 days per year at sea, the MNF can provide additional
days through other arrangements to maximise research in the national interest. Currently, the MNF
funding for 180 GV days creates significant opportunities to utilise up to 120 additional days at sea as
UFV within each annual research schedule.
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5. Types

of use

The MNF recognise three types of use of the vessel which are listed in order of priority:

5.a. Type 1 use
Researchers based in Australia from Australian research organisations and their international
collaborators who are successful through the competitive MNF GV applications process. Successful
applications are highly ranked in terms of science excellence, national benefit and track record.

5.b. Type 2 use
Research organisations and their collaborators who charter the MNF research vessel to complete the
ship-based components of their research. Voyages of this type are UFV.

5.c. Type 3 use
Charter involving commercial charge arrangements subject to competitive neutrality policy. Voyages of
this type are UFV.

6. Principles

of access to Investigator

6.a. Establishing type of use
On receiving a proposal to use Investigator, the MNF first determines the most applicable type of use
through the steps described in the diagram below:
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6.a.1. Type 3 use
The first stage of the review aims to establish if the proposal is commercial in nature (type 3 use).
Commercial proposals will be considered at commercial rates taking into account the guidelines for
competitive neutrality published by the Australian Department of Finance and CSIRO’s Competitive
Neutrality policy which includes an assessment of the national interest value of a proposal.
In the Competition Principles Agreement 1995, the Commonwealth and all State and Territory
Governments expressed a commitment to implement competitive neutrality (CN). The Commonwealth
Government’s CN policy aims to ensure that government business activities do not enjoy net competitive
advantages over their private sector competitors simply as a result of their public ownership.
All of CSIRO's commercial activities are subject to CN principles and the CN complaints mechanism. CN
principles apply to competition between CSIRO and its private and public sector competitors.
It is CSIRO policy that:
1. All projects/activities should be costed to identify their full costs (including business unit and
corporate overheads) to the Organisation.
2. The pricing of commercial activities must be based on the perceived value to the client and an
estimate of their full costs.
3. For technical and consulting services, the price must cover the estimated full costs and include
commercial pre-tax rate of return and tax equivalent regime components (the competitive
neutrality on-cost factor).
4. For research projects, the price must cover the estimated full costs, unless there are national
interest considerations, and include commercial pre-tax rate of return and tax equivalent regime
components (the competitive neutrality on-cost factor) if tax and rate of return requirements are
known to be incurred by competing bidders.
5. All pricing decisions, including the estimate of costs, must be fully documented and retained for
audit purposes within the contract approval process.
Proposals for type 3 use will be treated as commercial-in-confidence by the MNF.

6.a.2. Types 1 & 2 use
If a proposal is determined as non-commercial in nature, it will be assessed in accordance with the
processes outlined at 6.2 or 6.3 below depending if it qualifies as a GV or a UFV application.

6.b. Assessment of GV proposals (type 1)
Proposals for GV are only accepted through the MNF applications process following a call for
applications. Applications are called two years in advance of an annual research schedule and are
typically open for a two to three month period. GV applications are open to type 1 use, with applications
nationally and internationally peer reviewed, then assessed by independent committee against three
equally weighted Core Criteria:
Criterion 1:

scientific and/or technical excellence;

Criterion 2:

potential to contribute to Australia’s national benefit; and

Criterion 3:

the ability of investigators (demonstrated, or potential relative to opportunity) to
successfully undertake the project.

For a detailed overview of the GV assessment process please visit the MNF Website.

6.c. Assessment of UFV proposals (type 2)
UFV proposals for type 2 use are open year round and are assessed by the MNF against Criterion 2 as
described at 6.2 above. In addition, a risk assessment is conducted on each proposal with a particular
focus on:
scientific and/or technical excellence (Criterion 1);
the ability of investigators (demonstrated, or potential relative to opportunity) to successfully
undertake the project (Criterion 2);
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legal risks including any proposed departures from the standard MNF Voyage Agreement;
commercial risks;
reputational risk to the MNF/CSIRO;
any proposed departures from Investigator’s policies;
fit with MNF schedule; and
operational constraints.
Proposals for type 2 use will be treated as commercial-in-confidence by the MNF.

7. Pricing

7.a. Type 1 use
Successful GV applicants are not charged for the costs of operating the research vessel but must fund
associated project costs such as research team salaries (pre, during and post voyage), travel and freight
for the research team and their specific equipment.

7.b. Type 2 use
With a fixed budget for 180 days of sea time grants, the MNF is unable to fund additional days at sea and
must at least recover the incremental operating costs for the vessel. For user type 2 proposals with high
national benefit which achieve a low risk rating, Investigator may be made available at low pricing to
encourage maximum utilisation of the vessel. User type 2 proposals with limited national benefit and/or
less desirable risk profiles will be priced at higher rates.
The pricing regime applied by the MNF is illustrated in Figure 1 below:

Figure 1 – Pricing regime assessment tool

7.c. Type 3 use
Commercial proposals will be considered at commercial rates taking into account the guidelines for
competitive neutrality as per section 6.1.1 above.
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8. Scheduling

8.a. Type 1 use
8.a.1. GV Primary Schedule
Each applications process begins two years ahead of the commencement of Investigator’s annual
research schedule. When the assessment phase is complete, the most highly ranked applications are
considered within logistical constraints to develop the Primary research schedule. The Primary schedule
may also include Transit voyages which are introduced to geographically link the preferred sailing and
arrival ports of research voyages.
Primary schedule applications are assessed by the Scientific Advisory Committee (SAC) and National
Benefit Assessment Panel (NBAP) who make recommendations to the MNF Steering Committee (MNF
SC) for final approval.
For a detailed overview of this process please visit the MNF Website.

8.a.2. Supplementary Call
Once the Primary schedule is approved by the MNF Steering Committee, a Supplementary call for
applications is made to fill spare berths that may be available on Primary research voyages and to
populate Transit voyages. In addition to the core criteria for GV outlined above, the selection criteria for
Supplementary applications also include training/educational opportunities and operational fit with the
existing schedule. Once the Supplementary process is completed the final annual GV research schedule
is released.
Supplementary applications are assessed by the Supplementary Scheduling Committee (SSC) who make
recommendations to the MNF SC for final approval.
For a detailed overview of this process please visit the MNF Website.

8.a.3. Piggyback Proposals
In the event any remaining spare capacity is identified in the GV research schedule, Piggyback proposals
can be considered at any time and require approval by the MNF and Chief Scientist for the relevant
voyage. Further details on the sea time grants process can be found on the MNF Website.

8.b. Type 2 & 3 use
8.b.1. UFV Scheduling
Proposals for UFV are open year round. Investigator’s annual 180 day GV schedule is generally
available 12 months ahead of the commencement of each schedule, therefore UFV proposals lodged
ahead of the MNF GV scheduling process will have greater opportunity of being integrated into
Investigator’s research schedule. In some circumstances the GV schedule may be revised to
accommodate UFV proposals with specific timing constraints. However, any re-scheduling will be at the
discretion of the MNF and will take into consideration logistical, geographical, resourcing and other
factors noting the GV schedule takes priority.
UFV proposals are assessed as required by the SSC who make a recommendation to the MNF Director
for final approval. The MNF Director may, at their discretion, consult with the MNF Steering Committee
regarding approval of UFV applications that have implications for the GV schedule. In some cases, UFV
applications received prior to release of the GV schedule may be offered sea time subject to any future
amendments required by the MNF to accommodate the outcome of the GV scheduling process.

8.b.2. UFV Supplementary and Piggyback Opportunities
UFV proposals are not eligible to apply for Supplementary or Piggyback proposals on any voyage (GV or
UFV). However, UFV proposals which allow the utilisation of any spare berths on the vessel for
Supplementary or Piggyback projects for type 1 use will achieve a higher score for national benefit as part
of the merit assessment. This relates to the additional opportunities for research, educational and/or
training that would be available to Supplementary or Piggyback applicants.
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8.b.3. Prioritisation of UFV applications
The prioritisation of UFV will occur according to the order proposals are received by the MNF. In the
event that the MNF receives a number of mutually exclusive or competing UFV proposals, they will be
prioritised according to those receiving a higher score for national benefit and lower risk rating. All other
factors being equal, proposals from Australian based applicants will be favoured over international
applicants.
On receiving an offer of sea time, UFV applicants will be required to enter a Voyage Agreement and pay a
deposit to secure their voyage.

9. Voyage

Opportunities

To make an enquiry regarding voyage opportunities, please contact the Facilities Program Director at
mnf@csiro.au.
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1. Purpose
This document articulates the process for assessing applications for Marine National Facility (MNF)
Granted Voyages (GV).

2. Background
With two thirds of Australia underwater, at nearly 14 million km2, we have the third largest marine
jurisdiction globally and Australia has sovereign rights over much of this vast estate and associated
fishing, mineral and petroleum resources. These resources and their associated industries underpin the
vitality and sustained success of the Australian economy. For example, in 2009 the national value of
production across all marine-based industries was valued at AU$42.3 billion, contributing to more than
10% of the nation’s Gross Domestic Product. This contribution is expected to increase significantly over
the coming years to approximately AU$100 billion by 2025 through the expansion of existing and new
industries associated with renewable energy (e.g. waves, wind and tide) and food (e.g. aquaculture and
fisheries). Underpinning the growth and sustainability of ocean-based industries for future generations,
marine research supports and informs evidence-based decisions by all stakeholders.

3. Marine National Facility (MNF)
Funded by the Australian Government since 1984 and overseen by an independent Steering Committee,
the MNF provides a keystone element of the nation’s research infrastructure by providing a blue-water
research capability to Australian marine researchers and their international collaborators for work in
Australia’s vast marine estate. Through merit based grants of sea time, research undertaken through the
MNF contributes to Australia’s national benefit, and, through the research users of the MNF, provide key
information to government, industry and other stakeholders to support evidence-based decision-making.
Research use is focused on challenges in fisheries management, geological resources, regional and
global climate, coastal and offshore developments and marine operations.

4. RV Investigator
In 2014 the MNF commissioned a new purpose-built 94m multi-purpose research vessel Investigator,
providing a step change in Australian marine and atmospheric research capability. Investigator has
greatly increased capacity over the previous MNF vessel Southern Surveyor and can carry out voyages
from the tropics to the Antarctic ice edge with up to 40 scientists on-board and spending up to 300 days
per year at sea on voyages up to 60 days in duration. Investigator also hosts an extensive suite of state
of the art scientific research equipment and is one of a handful of research vessels globally designed for
very quiet operation with the ability to undertake acoustic mapping and sampling to the deepest parts of
our oceans. Accordingly, the commissioning of Investigator has significantly increased the ability of the
MNF to address rapidly increasing demand in the national interest.

4.1. MNF Granted Voyages (GV)
In May 2014 the Australian Government reaffirmed a commitment to the MNF, allocating AU$65.7million
over the next four years to operate Investigator. This funding allows approximately 180 days at sea per
year to be competitively funded on merit as Granted Voyages (GV) which is the fundamental principle
underpinning the establishment of the Marine National Facility.

4.2. MNF User-Funded Voyages (UFV)
Given Investigator’s capacity to provide up to 300 days per year at sea, the MNF can provide additional
days through other arrangements to maximise research in the national interest. Currently, the MNF
funding for 180 GV days creates significant opportunities to utilise up to 120 additional days at sea as
UFV within each annual research schedule.
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5. Types of use
The MNF recognise three types of use of the vessel in order of priority:

5.1. Type 1 use
Researchers based in Australia from Australian research organisations and their international
collaborators who are successful through the competitive MNF GV applications process. Successful
applications are highly ranked in terms of science excellence, national benefit and track record.

5.2. Type 2 use
Research organisations and their collaborators who charter the MNF research vessel to complete the
ship-based components of their research. Voyages of this type are UFV. For more information regarding
the assessment of UFV please see the Principles of Access to Investigator.

5.3. Type 3 use
Charter involving commercial charge arrangements subject to competitive neutrality policy. Voyages of
this type are UFV. For more information regarding the assessment of UFV please see the Principles of
Access to Investigator.

6. Governance
6.1. Marine National Facility Steering Committee (MNF SC)
RV Investigator’s operation as a Marine National Facility is the responsibility of an independent Steering
Committee appointed by the CSIRO Board.
One of the key roles of the MNF SC is to provide high-level advice to the MNF Director and more broadly,
to CSIRO on allocation of time on the Facility.
For further information on the MNF SC please visit the Marine National Facility website.

6.2. MNF Ship Management Group
The MNF Ship Management Group oversees the operation of the vessel and works with vessel users.
The group also manages the application process for applications for GV and develops voyage schedules
for the Steering Committee.
For further information on the MNF Ship Management Group please visit the Marine National Facility
website.

7. Assessment of GV applications
7.1. GV Application Schedule
The Marine National Facility GV process operates on a rolling annual cycle of scheduled voyages which
cover financial years from July to June. Each annual applications round begins two years in advance of
the commencement of the relevant voyage schedule and applications for single or multi-year voyages up
to three years ahead are accepted. Members of the scientific community submit their proposals inconfidence. This duty of confidence extends to the decision making process and feedback provided to
applicants in order to protect innovative research ideas.
The annual GV applications round involves two stages:
1. the primary call which is used to build the primary research voyage schedule; and
2. the supplementary call which aims to fill any unused capacity on the vessel (supplementary
applications).
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Applications for sea time that fully utilise these capabilities, and engage in international collaborations or
programs, are strongly encouraged. However, applications that do not fully utilise the vessels capabilities
will also be considered as these provide further opportunities for collaboration and training activities.
The MNF remains strongly committed to training the next generation of marine scientists so applications
that include involvement of students are also encouraged.
Multi-year applications for sea time of up to three years will be considered. Successful applications will be
reviewed each year to ensure they have met agreed milestones, continue to deliver the stated objectives
and align with the logistical requirements of supported applications in future years.
To facilitate collaboration between applicants a Pre-proposal will be required prior to submitting an
Application for a GV. These will be shared with other potential applicants to encourage the formation of
larger teams in preparing the full application.

7.2. Assessment Core Criteria
Investigator has been designed and built as a research vessel to undertake excellent research in the
national interest.
Given this objective, applications for time on the research vessel’s annual GV schedule are assessed
relative to one another using three equally weighted selection criteria:
1. The scientific and/or technical excellence of the project;
2. The potential of the project to contribute to Australia’s national benefit; and,
3. The ability of Investigators (demonstrated or potential, relative to opportunity) to successfully
undertake the project.
The assessment is conducted via a peer review process conducted by external experts and a number of
committees and panels that report to the MNF Steering Committee.

7.3. Assessment Panels
In accordance with its Terms of Reference, the MNF SC has established the following committees to
assess GV applications:

7.3.1. Scientific Advisory Committee (SAC)
An independent committee with membership drawn from the Australian marine based research
community to provide advice to the MNF SC on assessment of GV proposals, scientific operations,
equipment needs, user feedback and any other marine research matters relevant to the MNF’s operations
as required.
The SAC operates in accordance with a Terms of Reference and membership comprises of:
An independent Chair;
Independent members that represent the full range of research undertaken by the Marine National
Facility; and
the Chair of the Marine National Facility Steering Committee (ex-officio).
The SAC is responsible for scoring GV applications against criteria 1 & 3 and reports directly to the MNF
SC.

7.3.2. Current membership
The current membership of the SAC can be found on the Marine National Facility website

7.3.3. External Referees
The SAC is responsible for nominating External Referees to provide the initial review of GV proposals.
Nominations are based on relevance of expertise and reputation. From these nominations, the MNF
endeavour to obtain a minimum of 2 national and 2 international referees for each proposal.
It is the responsibility of External Referees to review and score GV proposals against Criteria 1 & 3 and
provide written commentary to support their findings. The commentary, with scores redacted, is provided
to respondents as part of the rejoinder process. This provides the opportunity for applicants to respond to
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comments, with these responses provided to SAC members for the final review.

7.3.4. National Benefit Assessment Panel (NBAP)
An independent panel convened to provide advice to the MNF SC on the alignment of applications for GV
with Australia’s national research priorities, and the extent to which the scientific outputs of applications
for GV will benefit Australia.
The NBAP operates in accordance with a Terms of Reference and membership of the committee
comprises of:
An independent Chair with experience in both marine research and marine policy
Chair of the MNF Scientific Advisory Committee (ex-officio)
Chair of the MNF SC (ex-officio)
Independent members that represent the range of MNF end-users including government and
industry.
The NBAP is responsible for scoring GV applications against criterion 2 and reports directly to the MNF
SC.

7.3.5. Current membership
The current membership is to be determined.

7.3.6. External Review
Assessment of applications by External Referees against criterion 2 is not routine as it is for criteria 1 & 3.
Rather, members of the NBAP may approach external experts for review on an ‘as needs basis’ when
required. Approach to external experts will be made at the discretion of each NBAP member.
Following initial review, any assessment commentary by NBAP reviewer or external expert shall be
disseminated to applications for response. Any responses to commentary from applicants are considered
as part of the final review and scoring assessment conducted by the NBAP.
Note – external experts do not sit on the NBAP’s substantive membership and do not attend meetings
and are therefore distinct from independent members.

7.3.7. Supplementary Scheduling Committee (SSC)
The SSC is a specialist working group setup to provide advice to the MNF SC on: Supplementary
applications for GV for research, education and the testing of new equipment and processes; and the
draft final voyage schedule.
The SSC operates in accordance with a Terms of Reference and membership comprises of:
MNF Operations Manager (Chair)
Two members of the SAC
One member of the NBAP
MNF Operations Officer(s)
The SSC assesses supplementary applications against 4 slightly different criteria to those applied to the
Primary Schedule, they are:
The scientific and/or technical and/or educational excellence of the project
Logistical integration with other applications.
The potential of the project to contribute to Australia’s national benefit
The ability of the Lead Principal Investigator (demonstrated or potential, relative to opportunity) to
successfully undertake the project.
The modified criteria reflect the nature of Supplementary voyages to also provide educational and training
opportunities and fill unallocated time within the primary schedule.
Note – the SSC is also involved in the assessment of UFV proposals as described in the Principles of
Access to Investigator.
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8. GV Assessment process
The application and assessment process consists of several key steps as described in the following
diagram:
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9. Documenting the Evaluation
9.1. External Referees, Scientific Advisory Committee and National Benefit
Assessment Panel
9.1.1. Scoring pro-forma
To assist evaluators, and for the purposes of continuity, the MNF has developed a scoring sheet proforma for use by assessors. Templates are attached to this document at:
Attachment A - template for External Referees and Scientific Advisory Committee;
Attachment B - template for members of the National Benefit Assessment Panel; and
Attachment C – template for members of the Supplementary Scheduling Committee assessing GV
applications.
Evaluators are requested to document both written comments and numerical scores to record their
findings.

9.2. Written Comments
Written comments should provide evidence to support each key element of the assessor's critique and
also weight individual criticisms to make it clear which of the criticisms are most important.
In making comments, assessors are asked to use their knowledge of the field involved to:
Place the application in the context of other similar research projects being undertaken either in
Australian regional waters or internationally;
Draw the reader’s attention to other relevant references or research, not necessarily drawn on by the
applicant;
Provide an opinion as to whether the amount of time requested is adequate to successfully
undertake the research outlined in the proposal; and
Record any other matters relevant to reaching an equitable assessment of the application in
comparison to other applications being assessed.
Assessors are also invited to make further comments they consider would assist in the assessment of the
application.

9.3. Numerical Scores
9.3.1. Scientific Advisory Committee and National Benefit Assessment Committee
SAC and NBAP Assessors are asked to provide a score for the project, between one and one hundred,
against their relevant criteria. So as to assist in this process, descriptions of the expected characteristics
of projects falling into various score categories are provided in Attachments A and B below. Assessors
should be careful to match the scores they give the application with these descriptions and with the tenor
of comments they make. For example, a highly supportive assessment, would be expected to be
accompanied by a relatively high score.

9.3.2. Supplementary Scheduling Committee
The SSC evaluate supplementary proposals against slightly different criteria as noted in Section 7.3.3
above.
As a result, the SSC also use a different numerical scoring method. To assist evaluators, and for the
purposes of continuity, the MNF has developed a scoring sheet pro-forma for use by the SSC. A template
is attached to this document at Attachment C.
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ATTACHMENT A - Detailed Selection Criteria – External Referees and
Scientific Advisory Committee (SAC)
Criterion 1: The scientific and/or technical excellence of the project
This criterion is used to measure any or all of the following:
The scientific originality or innovation of the project, including the methods it proposes to employ;
The likelihood that it will produce meaningful results – please differentiate between the feasibility of
producing results if the program is successfully completed and the significance of the results in
advancing the store of knowledge of international and Australian marine science;
The degree to which it tests fundamental hypotheses;
The extent to which the project represents a development of new methods and techniques with
potentially wide applications to the growth of Australian and international marine research.
The Marine National Facility Steering Committee expects that all users of RV Investigator will publish the
results of any research undertaken in refereed journals.

Scoring guide – Criterion 1
The following is a guide to scoring against this criterion. A proposal achieving a score in this range will
contain:
Score range

Characteristics


81-100


61-80


41-60

21-40





1-20




Highly innovative research of very high quality likely to produce outstanding
scientific results for the national and/or international scientific community (to
include the consideration of the development of new methods and techniques of
great consequence for studying the marine environment); and
No obvious flaws in the research objectives, research design and/or preparation.
High quality research likely to produce significant scientific results for the national
and/or international scientific community (to include the consideration of the
development of new methods and techniques); and
No, or inconsequential, flaws in the research objectives, research design and/or
preparation.
Sound research likely to produce useful scientific results particular to the national
or local scientific community; and
Few minor flaws apparent in the research objectives, research design and/or
preparation.
Research likely to produce results of minor interest/value or a repetition of the
results of previous studies; and
Flaws apparent in the research objectives, research design and/or preparation.
Poor quality research unlikely to produce useful/scientifically interesting results;
and
Major flaws in the research objectives, research design and/or preparation.
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Criterion 3: The ability of Investigators (demonstrated or potential, relative to
opportunity) to successfully undertake the project
This criterion requires an assessment of the likely ability of the Principal Investigators (PI) to undertake
the project and achieve the stated scientific objectives. Assessment can be based on: a personal
knowledge of the PIs and their contribution to the development of marine research; their publishing record
relevant to the application; and their CVs. Copies of the last two are included in the assessment papers.
In order to not discriminate against applicants who are relatively new to ocean research, or are
commencing their research career, it is important that assessors frame their remarks in light of the
opportunities the applicant has had to both conduct relevant research and publish the results.

Scoring Guide – Criterion 3
The following is a guide to scoring against this criterion. A proposal achieving a score in this range will
contain:
Score
range

Characteristics


81-100





61-80





41-60





21-40





1-20




Highly experienced investigator/s or early/mid-career researchers of national
and/or international standing:
 showing outstanding promise relative to opportunities; and
 considered to have the ability to deliver on a project of the type proposed;
Investigator/s with excellent research/publication record (relative to
opportunities) and demonstrated leadership skills applicable to operating on a
research vessel; and
Demonstrated compliance with MNF data policy (for Investigator/s that have
been awarded a previous MNF Granted Voyage).
Experienced Investigator/s or early/mid-career researchers of national and/or
international standing:
 Showing excellent promise relative to opportunities; and
 considered to have the ability to deliver on a project of the type proposed;
Investigators with a very good research/publication record and demonstrated
leadership skills applicable to operating on a research vessel; and
Demonstrated compliance with MNF data policy (for Investigator/s that have
been awarded a previous MNF Granted Voyage).
Somewhat experienced Investigator/s or early/mid-career researchers:
 Showing promise relative to opportunities; and
 considered to have the ability to deliver on a project of the type proposed;
Investigators with a good research/publication record and some leadership
experience applicable to operating on a research vessel; and
Mostly compliant with MNF data policy (for Investigator/s that have been
awarded a previous MNF Granted Voyage).
Inexperienced investigator/s or early/mid-career researchers not considered to
have the experience and/or ability to deliver on a project of the type proposed;
Investigators with average to poor research/publication record and minor
experience on research vessels; and
Not compliant with MNF data policy (for Investigator/s that have been awarded
a previous MNF Granted Voyage).
Investigator/s or early/mid-career researchers not considered capable of
undertaking the research or delivering results on a project of the type proposed;
Investigators with poor research/publication record and no experience on
research vessels; and
Not compliant with MNF data policy (for Investigator/s that have been awarded
a previous MNF Granted Voyage).
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NATIONAL FACILITY RV INVESTIGATOR ASSESSMENT OF PROPOSAL
1.

Project Title

2.

Principal Investigator

3.

Assessment Against Criterion 1: the scientific and/or technical excellence of the
project

Assessor’s Comments:
Written comments should be made against both of the selection criteria and should take into account
aspects of each of the criterion. Comments should provide evidence to support each key element of
the assessor's critique and also weight individual criticisms to make it clear to the applicant which of the
criticisms are most important and should be addressed in the applicant's response to the assessor's
report.
In making comments, assessors are asked to use their knowledge of the field involved to:






Place the application in the context of other similar research projects being undertaken either in
Australian regional waters or internationally;
Draw the Committee’s attention to other relevant references or research, not necessarily drawn on
by the applicant;
Provide an opinion as to whether the amount of time requested is adequate to successfully
undertake the research outlined in the proposal; and
Record any other matters which could help the Committee in reaching an equitable assessment of
the application in comparison to other applications that it is assessing.
Assessors are also invited to make further comments they consider would assist in the assessment
of the application.

Very broad, generalised comments, either supportive or critical of the application, are not particularly
helpful in competitive assessment of proposals for allocation of time on RV Investigator.

Assessor’s Ranking (1100)

4.

Additional Comments

Assessors are invited to make further comments they consider would assist in the assessment of the
application.
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5.

Assessment Against Criterion 3: the ability of Investigators (demonstrated or
potential, relative to opportunity) to successfully undertake the project

Assessor’s Comments:
This criterion requires an assessment of the likely ability of the Principal Investigators (PI) to be able to
undertake the project and achieve the stated scientific objectives.
Assessment can be based on a personal knowledge of the Principal Investigators, their publishing
record relevant to the application and the applicant’s curriculum vitae (CV). Copies of the applicant’s
relevant publishing record and curriculum vitae are included in the assessment papers.
In order not to discriminate against applicants who are relatively new to ocean research, or are
commencing their research career, it is important that assessors frame their remarks in light of the
opportunities the applicant has had to both conduct relevant research and publish the results.

Assessor’s Ranking (1100)

6.

Additional Comments

Assessors are invited to make further comments they consider would assist in the assessment of the
application.
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ATTACHMENT B - Detailed Selection Criteria – National Benefit
Assessment Panel (NBAP)
1. Criterion 2: The potential of the project to contribute to Australia’s
national benefit
Contribution to the national interest will be assessed by how well a project addresses the national
research priorities and the extent to which the scientific outputs of applications for GV will benefit
Australia. High scores will be achieved for applications that can demonstrate the likelihood of significant
impact at a National and International level.
Please refer to the national research priority documents listed below for more information:
Strategic Research Priorities
National Marine Science Plan
National RD&E for Fishing and Aquaculture Strategy 2010-15
Climate Change
Australia’s Biodiversity Conservation Strategy 2010-2030
Australian Antarctic Strategic Plan 2011-12 to 2020-21
To live within Earth’s limits – An Australian plan to develop a science of the whole earth system

Scoring guide – Criteria 2
The following is a guide to scoring against this criterion. A proposal achieving a score in this range will:
Score range

Characteristics




81-100






61-80




contain demonstrable policy, industry or other stakeholder link;
offer clear, realistic and appropriate objectives, not just for the science delivery, but
for its application and uptake by end users;
provide very high levels of supporting documentation including letters of support
from end users in which they:
 specify the path to application of the science being undertaken;
 attest that the science to be conducted is essential to their business or area of
responsibility; and
 express confidence in the applicants ability to deliver;
incorporate a strong plan for engaging the end users and demonstrate a history of
previous engagement;
demonstrate significant potential for impact, seen as essential by the end users, in
the 1-5 year time frame; and
provide strong evidence of previous translation of scientific results into
demonstrable, significant impact.
contain demonstrable policy, industry or other stakeholder link;
offer realistic and appropriate objectives, not just for the science delivery, but for its
application and uptake by end users;
provide a high level of supporting documentation, including letters of support from
end users in which they:
 provide a general outline of the path to application of the science being
undertaken;
incorporate a general plan for engaging the end users but not necessarily with any
evidence of previous engagement;
demonstrate significant potential for impact, seen as important but not essential by
the end users, in the 1-5 year time frame; and
provide some evidence of previous translation of scientific results into significant
demonstrable impact.

– 49 –

Score range

Characteristics




41-60




21-40



provide some evidence of previous translation of scientific results into
demonstrable impact.




contain tenuous policy, industry or other stakeholder link;
offer objectives that are lacking in definition around science delivery and its
application and uptake by end users;
provide little supporting documentation that is lacking a clear path to application;
offer no evidence of a plan for engaging the end users, and no sense of history of
previous engagement;
demonstrate a limited potential for impact, seen as desirable by the end users, in
the 1-10 year time frame; and





1-20

contain limited policy, industry or other stakeholder link;
offer realistic and appropriate objectives, not just for the science delivery, but for its
application and uptake by end users;
provide supporting documentation, including letters of support from end users in
which they:
1. provide a general outline of the path to application of the science being
undertaken;
offer little evidence of a plan for engaging the end users, however proponents
provide some evidence of previous, successful engagement and translation of
scientific results;
demonstrate potential for impact, seen as desirable by the end users, in the 1-5
year time frame; and



provide little evidence of previous translation of scientific results into demonstrable
impact.




contain no policy, industry or other stakeholder link;
offer no objectives around science delivery and its application and uptake by end
users;
provide no relevant supporting documentation from end users;
offer no evidence of a plan for engaging the end users, and no sense of history of
previous engagement;
demonstrate no potential for impact, seen as desirable by the end users, in the 110 year time frame; and






provide no evidence of previous translation of scientific results into demonstrable
impact.
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NATIONAL FACILITY RV INVESTIGATOR ASSESSMENT OF PROPOSAL
1.

Project Title

2.

Principal Investigator

3.

Assessment Against Criterion

Criterion 2: The potential of the project to contribute to Australia’s national benefit.

Assessor’s Comments:
Written comments should be made against only the relevant selection criterion and should take into
account aspects of the criterion. Comments should provide evidence to support each key element of
the assessor's critique and also weight individual criticisms to make it clear to the applicant which of the
criticisms are most important and should be addressed in the applicant's response to the assessor's
report.
In making comments, assessors are asked to use their knowledge of the field involved to:





Place the application in the context of other similar research projects being undertaken either in
Australian regional waters or internationally;
Draw the Committee’s attention to other relevant references or research, not necessarily drawn on
by the applicant;
Provide an opinion as to whether the amount of time requested is adequate to successfully
undertake the research outlined in the proposal; and
Record any other matters which could help the Committee in reaching an equitable assessment of
the application in comparison to other applications that it is assessing.

Assessor’s Ranking (1100)

4:

Additional Comments

Assessors are invited to make further comments they consider would assist in the assessment of the
application.
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ATTACHMENT C - Detailed Selection Criteria – Supplementary Scheduling Committee Assessors - Funded
Voyages
Explanation of assessment criteria
The applications are assessed using the following rating system for each criterion:
Criteria #

1

2

Score
Logistical integration with other
applications.
Supplementary applications are to
fill unused capacity in existing
voyages. If what is proposed cannot
be accommodated in the proposed
voyage schedule then it is not
logistically viable. Issues to
consider include – impact on
primary voyage, extra time required,
scientific equipment required and
the number of extra personnel.

The scientific and/or technical
and/or educational excellence of the
project

0

1

2

3

Proposal is not
logistically feasible
or would create
unacceptable risk for
the primary voyage.

Can be included in the
voyage but would require
significant changes to the
voyage plan.

Can be included in the
voyage but will require
minor changes to the
voyage plan.

No problems with the
proposed project being
included in the voyage.

Poor quality
research, technical
or educational
proposal unlikely to
produce a useful
outcome. This could
be influenced by
poor objectives,
methodology or
planning.

Satisfactory quality
research, development
or educational outcomes
likely to produce results
of minor interest/value
that may be a repetition
of the results of previous
work or lead to the
development of
satisfactory methods and
techniques for studying
the marine environment
or provide a satisfactory
educational outcome for
future marine scientists
or others working in the
marine community.

Good quality research,
development or educational
outcomes likely to produce
significant results of interest
to the scientific community
or lead to the development
of useful methods and
techniques for studying the
marine environment or
provides a good quality
educational outcome for
future marine scientists or
others working in the
marine community.

Highly innovative
research, development
or educational outcomes
of very high quality likely
to produce scientific
results of international
significance or leads to
the development of new
and important methods
and techniques for
studying the marine
environment or provides
a very high quality
educational outcome for
future marine scientists
or others working in the
marine community.
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Criteria #
3

4

Score
The potential of the project to
contribute to Australia’s national
benefit

The ability of the Lead Principal
Investigator (demonstrated or
potential, relative to opportunity) to
successfully undertake the project

0
Poor proposal with
little or no potential
impact.
Lead Principal
Investigator with a
low probability of
delivering the
required results
based on their past
experience and/or
record of
achievements.

1

2

Routine proposal with
some potential impact.

Good proposal with
moderate potential impact.

Lead Principal
Investigator with a
satisfactory record of
achievement or a new
Investigator that is
capable of carrying out
the work.

Experienced Lead Principal
Investigator with a good
record of achievement or a
new Investigator showing
future potential.
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3
Outstanding proposal
which has the potential
to have a large impact.
Highly experienced Lead
Principal Investigator
with an excellent record
of achievement or a new
Investigator showing
outstanding promise.

NATIONAL FACILITY RV INVESTIGATOR ASSESSMENT OF PROPOSAL
1.

Project Title



Principal Investigator



Assessment Against Criteria

Assessor’s Comments:
Written comments should be made against only the relevant selection criteria. Comments should
provide evidence to support each key element of the assessor's critique and also weight individual
criticisms to make it clear to the applicant which of the criticisms are most important and should be
addressed in the applicant's response to the assessor's report.
In making comments, assessors are asked to use their knowledge of the field involved to:





Place the application in the context of other similar research projects being undertaken either in
Australian regional waters or internationally;
Draw the Committee’s attention to other relevant references or research, not necessarily drawn
on by the applicant;
Provide an opinion as to whether the amount of time requested is adequate to successfully
undertake the research outlined in the proposal; and
Record any other matters which could help the Committee in reaching an equitable assessment
of the application in comparison to other applications that it is assessing.

Criteria #

Comments

Score
(0-3)

1
2
3
4

4:

Additional Comments

Assessors are invited to make further comments they consider would assist in the assessment of
the application.
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