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The Marine National Facility (MNF) provides a dedicated blue‑water 
research capability to the Australian research community and its 
international collaborators. It is funded by the Australian Government 
and owned and operated by CSIRO on behalf of the nation.

The MNF provides infrastructure, equipment, data and expertise to blue‑water 
researchers through:

• the ocean class research vessel (RV) Investigator

• access to an extensive range of scientific equipment and instrumentation

• an open access collection of over 35 years of marine data collected since the 
MNF’s inception 

• the expertise required to manage an ocean‑going research platform and 
support vessel users to achieve their objectives.

The MNF provides Australia with a world‑class marine research capability 
which can support a wide range of marine and atmospheric research, as well as 
education and training.

Marine National Facility

1



The review
The May 2018 Federal Budget announced additional 
funds to increase RV Investigator’s research time to its full 
capacity of around 300 days a year. The announcement 
was part of the funding commitment of $1.9 billion 
to 2028‑29 for the Research Infrastructure Investment 
Plan, the Australian Government’s response to the 
2016 National Research Infrastructure Roadmap. 

As part of the transition to full year operations, 
the MNF, with advice from the MNF Steering Committee, 
commissioned an independent review (the ‘Review’) 
of the MNF access framework—that is, the set of 
rules and principles that guide decision‑making on 
the allocation of sea time on RV Investigator.

Aims and Terms of Reference
The Review aimed at ensuring decision‑making 
in relation to the allocation of sea time in 
the new context would continue to be:

• actively aimed at delivering high‑impact, high‑quality 
research and data in line with national strategic 
priorities and consistent with the existing investment 
in national marine infrastructure and programs 

• geared towards an optimal use of 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” 

• efficient for MNF users, assessors and the MNF. 

The review was to consider and 
provide recommendations on:

• access allocation models

• the access criteria

• the approach to scheduling of 
activities on RV Investigator.

The approach
The Review commenced in December 2018 and was 
undertaken by Dr Bruce Mapstone. It involved extensive 
consultation with a broad range of stakeholders of the 
MNF to elicit suggestions for improvements, efficiencies, 
and innovations. Consideration of stakeholder 
feedback resulted in 34 specific recommendations 
covering the three elements of the Terms of Reference. 
The Review was completed in May 2019. 

Independent Review of Marine National 
Facility Access Framework
The following is an overview of the report from the independent review 
commissioned by MNF into its access criteria, access allocation, and approach 
to schedule development. A copy of the full review report can be found on 
the MNF website mnf.csiro.au.
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Access allocation models
The review found strong support amongst stakeholders 
for a more guided approach to allocating the use 
of the national facility. Most stakeholders favoured 
calls for applications within a strategic framework. 

Currently, access allocation is primarily ‘bottom‑up’ 
or ‘researcher‑driven’. It was recommended that 
the MNF take a more active role in ensuring 
delivery of impact against national priorities. 

It was recommended this be done through the 
development of a long‑term strategy for use 
of the MNF capability with a rolling multi‑year 
operational plan for strategy implementation. 
The operational plan should articulate national 
priorities in play from time to time, thereby guiding 
preparation of ‘policy‑driven’ submissions. 

Additionally, the Review found:

• there was general agreement the approach to allow 
some access to user‑funded voyages was appropriate 
and should be retained under the full‑year operational 
funding regime, especially if income from these 
voyages resulted in additional research being 
undertaken increasing the overall national benefit

• the proposition research might be allocated 
to a vessel other than Investigator—either to 
accommodate user‑funded voyages or urgent 
tactical demands on Investigator—was supported, 
provided this vessel was fit for purpose

• there was a widespread concern at the 
lack of national coordination of access and 
allocation to marine research vessels

• most stakeholders considered it important the MNF 
supports other national research infrastructure, 
such as the Integrated Marine Observing System, 
through strategic agreements, when the use of the 
capabilities of Investigator is a critical dependency.

Access criteria
The Review recommended clearer communication 
from the MNF about the breadth of its mandate 
and, in the context of providing merit‑based 
access, the definition of ‘merit’. 

With respect to the assessment of proposals for 
sea time against merit, the review concluded that, 
of the current three criteria—science excellence, 
national benefit and research ability—only the 
first two should be retained, with ability being 
assessed as a component of two primary criteria. 

The process for assessing applications was found 
to be generally supported. However, there were 
opportunities for improvements for clarity, 
transparency and relevance. The review recommended 
taking a more structured approach with clear and 
unambiguous proposals assessment accompanied by 
more helpful guidance to applicants. Similar guidance 
for assessors and expert sub‑committees and the 
Steering Committee was also recommended to increase 
clarity around process and allocation decisions. 

Other matters include:

• considering criteria explicitly focussed on technology 
development and education and training

• providing greater and more effective guidance on 
the National Benefit criterion (and sub‑criteria)

• developing a formal process to assess compliance with 
MNF policies by researchers during and following 
voyages and against contractual obligations

• clarifying the role, importance, and consideration 
of education and training activities in the 
assessment of sea time applications.

Summary of findings 

4   Marine National Facility  |  Independent Review of Marine National Facility Access Framework - Summary of findings



Approach to schedule development
Stakeholders were generally keenly aware of the need 
for consideration of efficiencies in the way Investigator 
is geographically deployed across vast distances. 
In the context of the above recommendation for a 
stronger strategic focus, the Review recommended  
Investigator should operate in a selected region in 
each deployment cycle, with appropriate cover of 
Australia’s marine estate over about 3‑5 years.

Greater flexibly was also considered important to improve 
capacity to deliver highly ranked research projects that 
may have been rejected because of scheduling constraints. 
The Review suggested either the firm boundaries to 
annual scheduling could be removed; or biennial calls 
for applications could be adopted with scheduling of 
successful research voyages over approximately two years.

Additionally, the Review found:

• concerns amongst stakeholders that high‑ranked 
applications were occasionally unsuccessful 
in securing sea time due to logistics

• strong support for retaining opportunities for 
multi‑voyage applications, but with clarification 
needed about application of assessment criteria 
for single‑ and multi‑voyage applications

• the need to clarify the approach for projects 
with implicit future voyage requirements 
(such as instrument retrieval).
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Recommendations 
General Considerations
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).

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

Access Allocation Models
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.

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.

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 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 national coordination 
of access and allocation to marine research platforms.

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 dependency”.

Access Criteria
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.

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 and 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%).

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:

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

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.

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.

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

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.

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

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.

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.

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.

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.

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
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.

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.

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 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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For further information

Marine National Facility 
+61 3 6232 5222 
CSIRO Marine Laboratories 
GPO Box 1538 Hobart TAS 7001 Australia 
mnf@csiro.au 
mnf.csiro.au

20-00065

As Australia’s national science agency and 
innovation catalyst, CSIRO is solving the 
greatest challenges through innovative 
science and technology.
CSIRO. Unlocking a better future for everyone.

Contact us
1300 363 400 
+61 3 9545 2176 
csiroenquiries@csiro.au 
csiro.au


