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1 Introduction

In October 2020, the Marine National 
Facility (MNF) released its decadal strategy, 
MNF 2030, in support of its mission:

To deliver safe, efficient and excellent 
marine and atmospheric research aligned 
with national priorities, to address 
Australia’s grand challenges for society, 
the economy and the environment.

Implementation of the strategy will see the MNF take 
a more active role in ensuring that the utilisation of its 
science capabilities delivers maximum public benefit, based 
on experience operating the state-of-the-art Research 
Vessel (RV) Investigator since commissioning in 2014.

The MNF Operations Rolling Plan 2021 (the Plan) is 
the first to be developed by the MNF and endorsed 
by the MNF Steering Committee to guide and 
communicate the implementation of MNF 2030. 

The Plan provides a snapshot of the calendar of 
activities over the next five yearly schedules (see 
section 5). It is updated each year and released at 
the time of the annual call for applications. 

The primary objective of the Plan is to help prospective 
users effectively engage in MNF processes, including 
developing and submitting applications for sea time 
and liaising with next and/or end users of research. 

The Plan is a key component in guiding the use of 
Australia’s dedicated marine research capability for the 
next 10 years to ensure that access to the MNF is broad 
and equitable, and that the research we enable is aligned 
with Australia’s national research priorities (Figure 1).

The Plan outlines: 

• Streams for which applications are sought and any 
associated allocation targets to guide 
granting of sea time across the Streams 

• MNF policy-driven priorities to define the focus 
for Stream 1 applications, support collaborations among 
researchers and co-design of applications with end 
users to develop relevant interdisciplinary applications 
that target needs of strategic importance for Australia

• overview of the science operations, capability 
maintenance activities, and media, education and 
outreach events over the coming schedules 

• annual performance targets.
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Figure 1: MNF Operations Rolling Plan in action
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2 Call for applications 2021

Applications in this round are for projects 
to be undertaken between January 2023 
and June 2024, with approximately 450 
days available to successful projects on 
RV Investigator. In some cases, sea time 
additional to these days might be offered 
on another fit-for-purpose platform. 

This call is for a period longer than the normal annual 
schedule due to disruptions from the COVID-19 
pandemic and the associated uncertainty around 
future schedules having resulted in the cancellation 
of the 2020 application call. Additionally, some 
voyages from the 2019–20 and 2020–21 schedules 
had to be postponed to July–December 2022. 
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3 Streams of access

Under the MNF 2030 strategy, the MNF has introduced 
multiple Streams of applications to better reflect 
the breadth of needs and demands of the Australian 
research community and to encourage new users. 

In 2021, MNF invites applications for 
sea time under five Streams:

• Stream 1: Policy-driven research 

• Stream 2: Discipline-driven research 

• Stream 3: Strategic partnerships 

• Stream 4: Technology and innovation 

• Stream 5: User-funded research 

Application assessment
All applications, irrespective of Stream, are assessed 
against the same two merit principles:

• Research Quality (assessed by the 
MNF Research Advisory Committee) and

• Research Benefit (assessed by the MNF National 
Benefit Advisory Committee).

The MNF Steering Committee will take advice from the 
two advisory committees and external expert reviewers 
to ultimately strike a balance across the Streams for 
access to MNF capabilities for each schedule.

Full details of the MNF assessment criteria 
and process and guidance for filling out 
applications can be found at mnf.csiro.au.

1 2 3 4 5 6
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Stream 1: Policy-driven research
Stream 1 was created to address critical policy needs for 
Australia. Accordingly, Stream 1 is for research projects 
that directly address a policy-driven priority (policy-
driven priorities are articulated in this plan in section 4). 

Successful projects in this Stream will directly inform 
and influence critical public policies and programs. 

It is intended to promote a co-design approach to 
the development of project applications. Applicants 
must be able to demonstrate that they have engaged 
the end-user and worked with them to ensure the 
project will deliver against their needs to fill gaps 
in the knowledge base relevant to those needs.

In choosing to apply for Stream 1, you must make explicit 
what is possible (and not possible) for you to deliver, 
what outputs from your research will be used and 
how, how uptake will be facilitated, and the timeframe 
for delivery of benefits to nominated end-users.

With the primary objective of MNF 2030 being to 
facilitate research that delivers impact to areas of 
priority for government and the nation, the MNF 
Steering Committee has set an aspirational target 
for Stream 1 to encourage uptake of this dedicated 
avenue for sea time on RV Investigator by the research 
community, and participation of end-users.

Subject to merit assessment, the MNF Steering Committee 
will make available up to 120 days in the 2023–2024 
schedule noting that this target is not intended to be 
prescriptive and whether it is achieved will depend 
on the response from the research community 
and the quality of the applications received. 

Stream 2: Discipline-driven research
Stream 2 is to advance scientific knowledge and 
promote Australia’s science excellence. Accordingly, 
Stream 2 is for research projects that address important 
disciplinary, or multi-disciplinary, research questions of 
national or international standing that do not directly 
address priorities specified in other Streams but are 
directly or indirectly in Australia’s national interest. 

Successful projects in Stream 2 are expected to 
significantly advance the understanding of key 
features or processes in the ocean or atmosphere 
or Earth system, including human interactions. 

Research undertaken through this Stream must be 
relevant to Australia or address key questions that are in 
Australia’s national interest. Applicants should identify 
the national information need, policy area, or public 
interests that their research is expected to inform, whether 
directly or through contributions to global knowledge 
on which Australia draws for its national interests. 

You should identify agencies or sectors, including 
any relevant international research program in which 
Australia participates, which you expect to benefit from 
the research products you will produce. Specific links 
between your research and priorities as identified in 
national strategies (but not necessarily the Stream 1 
policy-driven priorities in section 4) should be identified.

Frontier/fundamental/basic research applications fall 
under Stream 2. While the benefit delivered and the 
application of outputs from these types of applications 
may be more difficult to articulate, the applicant should 
still identify potential next and end-users and justify 
outputs. These applications will need to be highly 
innovative and have objectives that, if achieved, may 
radically change the way we think about something 
important. Proponents must articulate how the results 
may potentially influence changes to society the 
economy or the environment if hypotheses are proven.
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Stream 3: Strategic partnerships
Stream 3 was created to support publicly funded 
national programs that rely on regular access to MNF 
capabilities to support data and sample collection and 
for which deployment of a national research facility 
is appropriate. It is expected that Stream 3 research 
will involve recurrent deployments over multiple years 
through formal partnership arrangements between 
the MNF and other publicly funded programs. 

Stream 3 research will need to have demonstrably 
credible prospects of delivering the outcomes 
nominated by partner programs directly reflecting 
the national interests for which they were funded. 

Prospective partners should discuss their research 
requirements with the MNF at an early stage and prior 
to submitting an application, to verify that the research 
is appropriate for a partnership arrangement with 
the MNF. Part of the consideration will be the degree 
of reliance by the program on MNF capabilities.

Stream 3 partnership agreements will be 
reviewed against delivered benefits and 
merit criteria every three to five years.

A notional cap of 90 of the 450 available days for the 2023–
2024 application round will apply to strategic partnerships. 
While this cap has some flexibility to accommodate 
variability in demand from schedule to schedule, it is 
intended to ensure that such national programs do not 
limit access options to the broader science community.

Stream 4: Technology 
and innovation
Stream 4 was created to promote development and 
innovation in marine research and industry technology.

This Stream is for projects that propose to undertake 
development and testing of technology that will advance 
Australia’s capability or capacity for research and 
understanding of its marine environment, atmosphere, or 
the Earth System, and may include societal dimensions. 

Successful projects in this Stream will directly address 
areas in which development of new technologies or 
improvement of existing technologies will enhance 
the collection or delivery of research and data or 
build on Australia’s reputation for innovation through 
contribution to marine industries of national interest. 

Stream 4 applications should clearly identify the 
technological opportunity that is being addressed and 
demonstrate how delivering the proposed technology 
innovation or improvement will be in Australia’s national 
interest. You must demonstrate the Technology Readiness 
Level1 of your project to allow for an assessment 
of the risk associated with approving your project, 
noting that projects that have not reached TRL 4 (Trial 
or Validated in Laboratory) would generally not be 
considered for granting of sea time on RV Investigator. 

You should discuss your technology research with 
those who you expect to use the resulting technology 
improvements or innovations and verify that the 
research is likely to fill important technology gaps in 
their operations, whether in research, government 
or industry. You also should discuss how your results 
will be applied to develop or improve new research 
products and/or technologies for future use.

1 For example, as per 2012 UNESCO Framework for Ocean Observing or as adopted by the European Union in its Horizon 2020 Program
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Stream 5: User-funded research
Stream 5 applies to user-funded applicants to support 
industry and other entities that require MNF capabilities 
and that deliver data and research of national interest.

Projects under this Stream will be funded by the applicant, 
or supporting end-users, and will be considered for MNF 
support only if it is demonstrated in advance that the 
proposed work relies on specific capabilities of the MNF 
that are not reasonably available otherwise in Australia. 

Ahead of submitting your application for merit assessment, 
you will need to satisfy the MNF that the research 
depends on the use of RV Investigator and could not be 
done from a reasonable available alternative platform 
and that you have the funding to pay for the use of 
RV Investigator to the extent agreed with the MNF. 

The work will need to be of a research nature, meet MNF 
research quality expectations, and be demonstrably in 
Australia’s national interest, directly or indirectly.

The MNF Steering Committee have set a firm cap 
on the number of days that can be applied for by 
proponents of user-funded research under Stream 5: 
for the 2023–24 application round a cap of 20 of the 
450 available days will apply. This is in recognition 
that, while benefits can arise from this type of 
utilisation of the ship, including for example generating 
revenue for investment in capability enhancement, 
the MNF is a fully funded national infrastructure and 
its primary use must be for granted voyages. 
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4 MNF policy-driven priorities 
for Stream 1 

Piloting Stream 1 policy-driven priorities for 2021 applications
Stream 1 is for access to sea time for research projects 
that directly address the policy-driven priorities 
specified in MNF Operations Rolling Plans. 

Successful Stream 1 projects are expected to directly inform 
and influence critical public policies and programs.

This Stream seeks to promote a co-design approach to 
the development of project applications, and proponents 
must be able to demonstrate that they have engaged 
relevant end-users and worked with them to ensure 
the project will deliver against their needs and will fill 
gaps in the knowledge base relevant to those needs. 

The MNF is piloting the implementation of Stream 1 
for the 2021 call for applications, for voyages to be 
undertaken between January 2023 and June 2024. This 
will include running activities aimed at facilitating 
collaborations between end-users and relevant 
researchers and promote the development of 
applications to be submitted under this Stream. 

To pilot the implementation of Stream 1, the MNF 
has selected two areas of research from different 
policy domains to address key data and science gaps 
critical to supporting Australia’s marine research 
impact economically, environmentally and socially. 

9



POLICY-DRIVEN PRIORITY 1:  
Biodiversity discovery, baselines and monitoring 
and management effectiveness

Background
Australian Marine Parks make up one of the largest 
representative networks of marine protected areas in 
the world. They are in Commonwealth Waters – that is 
from 5.5 km from the coastline to the edge of Australia’s 
Exclusive Economic Zone about 370 km offshore – and 
encompass waters that for the most part occur over the 
outer continental shelf, continental slope and abyss. 
Most Australian Marine Parks are remote and deep. 
To undertake science in many Australian Marine Parks 
therefore requires a well-equipped blue-water research 
vessel capable of extended voyages, like RV Investigator.

Most Australian Marine Parks Networks – and the 
vast Coral Sea Marine Park – were established in 
2012, with management arrangements for most of 
these parks coming into effect in 2018. The South-
east Network however was declared in 2007 and has 
been under management arrangements since 2013. 

The 2018 Management Plans provide for a ten-year Marine 
Science Program with the three broad objectives of:

• increasing understanding of marine park values, 
pressures and adequacy of responses

• improving understanding of the effectiveness of 
park management in protecting park values

• informing decision making and improving 
evidence-based decisions.

Areas of focus 
Under Stream 1, the MNF invites applications for sea 
time to undertake – between January 2023 and June 
2024 – research projects that explicitly address actions 
contained in the Marine Science Program that are a 
priority for the management and protection of Australian 
Marine Parks and are dependent on the multidisciplinary 
blue-water research capabilities provided by the MNF.

Broadly these actions include: 

• undertaking systematic monitoring to: 1) measure 
condition and trends of key benthic and highly 
productive pelagic habitats, and associated communities 
and species to support evidence-based decision 
making and adaptive management and 2) establish 
ecological baselines for assessing the effectiveness 
of Australia’s network of marine reserves, including 
assessment of zoning and management performance

• improving the understanding of seascapes, seafloor 
features and associated biodiversity (habitats, and 
associated communities and species) in remote 
and underexplored Australian Marine Parks and/
or in Parks subject to high levels of pressure

• improving understanding of pressures on benthic 
and highly productive pelagic habitats and associated 
communities and species within Australian Marine 
Parks and ways to mitigate impacts of pressures on, 
or build resilience of, these habitats and species

• using innovative and effective assessment and 
monitoring technology to develop robust methodologies 
for rapid assessment and low-impact monitoring of 
marine biodiversity and ecosystem condition, for 
example, autonomous or remotely operated underwater 
vehicles, eDNA, ground-truthing of satellite data.
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Paths to impact
Science and data delivered through the applications 
should directly inform any of the following: 

• Digital catalogue of natural values within Australian 
Marine Parks, e.g. Australian Marine Parks Science Atlas 

• Assessment of environmental impacts of activities 
and pressures within Australian Marine Parks

• Evidence about effectiveness of zoning 
and management arrangements

• Decadal reviews of management plans 
for Australian Marine Parks 

• Strategic prioritisation of investment in 
management and further research

Further information
Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment 
Australian Marine Parks Management Plans are available 
at: parksaustralia.gov.au/marine/management/plans/

Parks Australia, Science Direction Statement 2018–2022 
is available at: environment.gov.au/resource/parks-
australia-science-direction-statement-2018-2022
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Interested in applying?
The MNF is holding a workshop in April 2021, 
to bring together interested scientists and the 
relevant end-users to discuss research needs and 
opportunities. If you are interested in undertaking 
research that addresses the priority above and are 
planning to apply for sea time on RV Investigator, you 
are strongly encouraged to attend the workshop. 

Please register your interest at 
mnf@csiro.au by 15 March 2021

mailto:mnf%40csiro.au?subject=
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https://www.environment.gov.au/resource/parks-australia-science-direction-statement-2018-2022
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POLICY-DRIVEN PRIORITY 2: 
Towards an earth system numerical prediction 
capability – Ocean-atmosphere interactions

Background
Australia’s Bureau of Meteorology has recently released 
its Research and Development Plan 2020-2030 which aims 
to advance the Bureau’s goals of contributing to zero lives 
lost due to meteorological and oceanographic hazards 
and the provision of billions of dollars of additional 
economic value to the nation. With key drivers of the plan 
including a strategic focus on Antarctica, the Southern 
Ocean and the Pacific, and a commitment to collaboration 
with partners both nationally and internationally, it 
is framed around four inter-dependent research and 
development objectives, which together will deliver:

• higher-resolution, more localised, timely and 
impact-based forecasts and warnings

• enhanced uptake of observational data for analyses 
and assimilation into models, to provide more 
precise, accurate and reliable information

• next-generation Numerical Environmental and Weather-
climate Prediction (NEWP) system, fully integrating and 
coupling atmosphere, land, ocean, waves, sea-ice and 
hydrology domains, aligned to the World Meteorological 
Organization (WMO) Earth system approach 

• development of seamless weather and 
climate insights to enable improved, more 
consistent, risk-based decision-making. 

Ocean-atmosphere (and sea-ice and wave) interactions 
are one of the key challenges of weather and climate 
prediction on scales from days to seasons. For example, 
it has been demonstrated that predicting the evolution 
of hurricanes on time scales of three to seven days 
can be significantly influenced by the presence of 
a coupled ocean in numerical prediction models. 
This and other needs will lead NEWP centres to add 
interactive components such as coupling to an ocean-
sea-ice circulation model from day zero in weather 
prediction. Capitalising on the growing diversity and 
volume of in-situ and satellite-based ocean observations 
requires the planned improvements in data science 
and NEWP capabilities to yield their value. The demand 
for atmosphere-ocean-ice forecasts will be amplified 
drastically in the coming decades because of increased 
socio-economic and strategic activities in the Antarctic and 
addressing the observational and modelling challenges.

RV Investigator is equipped with state-of-the-
art instrumentation for oceanographic and 
atmospheric measurements and provides the 
world’s first mobile regional station in the WMO’s 
Global Atmospheric Watch Programme.

RV Investigator’s range and operating envelope provides 
researchers with the opportunity to make observations 
in the most remote and inhospitable regions of 
Australia’s marine estate and beyond. The vessel’s 
sea-keeping characteristics provide an ideal platform 
for multi-week campaigns in the Southern Ocean, a 
key influence on Australia’s climate and weather.
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Areas of focus
Under Stream 1, the MNF invites applications for sea 
time for voyages between January 2023 and June 2024 to 
undertake projects that address questions about ocean 
and atmosphere interactions to meet Objective 3 of the 
Bureau of Meteorology Research and Development Plan 
2020–2030, for the purpose of supporting the integration 
of atmosphere, ocean, sea-ice and hydrology models.

Projects addressing this priority would directly 
contribute to an improved understanding, informed 
by observations, of fundamental Southern Ocean 
atmospheric and ocean-atmospheric processes, 
including a focus on the Antarctic marginal ice zone. 

Paths to impact
The end user for projects that deliver against 
this priority will primarily be the Bureau of 
Meteorology and its collaborating partners.

The outcomes and impacts of projects delivering to this 
priority, and their alignment with the Bureau’s objectives, 
will deliver significant benefits to all Australians including: 

• Australians are better prepared for future weather 
and climate events through information which 
matches planning and decision horizons.

• Improved forecasts and climate projections 
for Australia and surrounding regions from 
enhanced understanding of processes in the 
Antarctic, Southern Ocean and Pacific regions,

• Greater lead time and enhanced confidence in 
warnings of extreme and multi-hazard events including 
heatwaves, severe thunderstorms and coastal flooding, 
enabling timely response and mitigation actions,

• Improved public safety and community well-
being, and reduced property damage from 
severe weather events and hazards.

Further information
Bureau of Meteorology Research and Development 
Plan 2020-2030: http://www.bom.gov.au/inside/
Research_and_Development_Plan_2020-2030.pdf

Interested in applying?
The MNF will hold a workshop in April 2021 
to bring together interested scientists and the 
relevant end-users to discuss research needs and 
opportunities. If you are interested in undertaking 
research that addresses the priority above, 
and are planning to apply for sea time, you are 
strongly encouraged to attend the workshop. 

Please register your interest at 
mnf@csiro.au by 15 March 2021
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5 Operations Calendar  
2020–25

The Operations Calendar is a living document and 
will be updated by the MNF on an ongoing basis. 

Scheduled research, ship maintenance (SM), port period (PP), trial and calibration voyage (TC) and 
outreach and communication activities planned over the period 2020 to 2025. 
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The Operations Calendar for 2020–2025 provided below is for general guidance 
only and is current only at time of publication of this document.

Prospective ship users should use the published Voyage Schedules for their 
application planning. These are available from the MNF website: 

Voyage Schedules: mnf.csiro.au/en/Voyages/Schedules
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The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in unavoidable disruption to the 2019–20 and 2020–21 voyage 
schedules. Further disruption may occur, and our schedules may change in response.
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6 Performance targets  
2021–22

MNF 2030 maps out an ambitious course for the MNF 
over the next decade. The strategic objectives and 
key actions under each of the strategic pillars are 
intended to keep us on course to fulfil our mission 
to facilitate safe, efficient and excellent marine and 
atmospheric research that is well aligned with strategic 
priorities and addresses Australia’s grand challenges 
for society, the economy and the environment. 

Alongside those, and to check our progress along the 
way, we will monitor key operational performance targets 
under each pillar and report on these in our MNF Annual 
Reports. Our operational performance targets for 2021–22, 
listed below, are designed to demonstrate our progress 
against the 2025 Headline Targets included in MNF 2030. 

MEASURES TARGETS FOR 2021–22

Protecting our people and 
the environment

Demonstrated by an increased focus on 
prevention through lead indicators, such as hazard 
reporting and compliance with timeframes for 
incident reporting, investigation and closure

 - 10% increase in hazard reporting
 - 98% of incidents closed within timeframe

Demonstrated by a decrease in MNF 
environmental footprint

 - Baselines for sustainability indicators 
established as part of the MNF Environmental 
Sustainability Strategy 

Maximum impact Demonstrated by reaching threshold rates of 
successful usage

 - 98% of planned science days for the revised2 
2021–22 voyage schedule successfully delivered

Demonstrated by the level of allocation to 
meritorious research directly addressing identified 
policy-driven priorities (Stream 1)

 - At least 20% of sea time allocated to 
Stream 1 projects

Broad access Demonstrated by level and diversity of demand  - Applications for sea time under multiple Streams

Streamlined operations and 
optimal use

Demonstrated by increased streamlining of 
processes and coordination across facilities 

 - Online portal for applications and voyage 
planning meets expectations with over 80% of 
user survey respondents

Advanced capabilities 
and innovation

Demonstrated by progress towards enhancing 
science capabilities on RV Investigator to meet 
ongoing and emerging research needs

 - Business case for a deep ocean Remotely 
Operated Vehicle completed

Training future generations Demonstrated through delivery and evaluation 
of education and training programs and through 
extension of offerings to include seagoing 
technical training

 - Technical traineeship program established

Connecting with Australians 
and the world

Demonstrated by coverage of key science activities  - At least two high-profile voyages successfully 
promoted through multiple channels 

2 The 2021–22 schedule has been revised to reflect COVID-19 disruptions.

16 MNF Operations Rolling Plan 2021



17



Contact us
1300 363 400 
csiro.au/contact 
csiro.au

As Australia’s national science 
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CSIRO is solving the greatest 
challenges through innovative 
science and technology.

CSIRO. Unlocking a better future 
for everyone.

For further information
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