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August 1, 2008 

Dr. Rick Spinrad, NOAA, Co-Chair JSOST

Dr.  Julie Morris, NSF, Co-Chair JSOST

Dr. Dan Walker, OSTP, Co-Chair JSOST

Dear Drs. Spinrad, Morris and Walker: 

We are writing regarding the recent recommendation of the Interagency Working Group on Ocean Observations (IWGOO) to close the Ocean.US Office.    Ocean.US has served since its establishment in 2001 as the national focal point for development of the Integrated Ocean Observing System (IOOS), providing leadership for planning, implementation and coordination.   As IOOS transitions from its initial planning and start-up phase to implementation, its future success will depend on the continuation of critical federal coordination and planning functions that have previously been the responsibility of Ocean.US.  We strongly believe that a true interagency program office will be needed as IOOS matures and that planning for its creation should be a responsibility of the IWGOO.  

By providing strategic direction and implementation, Ocean.US has accomplished the significant feat of getting IOOS up and running. But in many respects, IOOS is still in its infancy with consistent standards in the very preliminary stages of implementation across agencies and with non-federal partners. NOAA, as the lead Federal agency, will play a major - but not solitary - role in implementation; engagement and involvement of other federal agencies will be necessary for success.  Other critical issues remain to be tackled, including: consistent implementation of IOOS across agencies and with non-federal partners; definition, coordination and enhancement of the national backbone across agencies; clarification of roles and responsibilities of federal agencies, regional associations, academia and the private sector; and the development of a mechanism for transitioning innovations into operational mode. 

These issues are not trivial.   Working groups and steering teams such as the Data Management, Analysis and Communication (DMAC) Steering Team, the Modeling and Analysis Steering Team (MAST), Surface Current Committee and others provide forums for the development of action plans and identification of  who will be responsible for overseeing implementation and ensuring adherence to data management standards, etc.

Only recently has the Ocean.US Office taken on the role of providing staff support for the IWGOO.  While this secretariat function can be contracted out to an external organization, it is unclear whether the critical functions of federal interagency coordination can be successfully managed by a non-federal organization.  

We see the following interagency functions as critical to the success of IOOS: 

1.  Ensuring the consistent implementation of IOOS among federal agencies and with non-federal partners.   Key implementation issues of data sharing and integration, enhancements to observing systems at the national and regional level, and development of operational products are among the issues that require coordination and planning at the national level.   The IWGOO provides a forum for discussing high-level interagency policy issues, but the programming analysis and input to actually implement solutions requires professional staff and federal agency buy-in.

2.  Defining the "rules of engagement" among federal agencies and between federal agencies and regional partners.    Defining the respective roles of federal agencies, regional associations, academia and the private sector in maintaining and enhancing national observing assets, and providing data management (accessibility, integration, archiving, etc), modeling and analysis, and product development is all critically important to the success of IOOS.   For example, what is the role of the regional associations with regards to federal observing assets? How do regions articulate the regional need for enhancements to the national backbone?  Do regional assets become part of the national backbone?  What are the roles of regional associations for operational modeling?

3.  Planning and implementation of IOOS.  The First IOOS Development Plan (2006) provides a high level framework for the IOOS but does not provide the level of detail necessary for implementation.  The National Wave Plan (in draft) is an example of a coordinated planning document that reflects the needs of multiple federal agencies and the regions.  This draft plan assesses the current state-of-the-art for wave measurements and puts forth a coordinated plan for a national wave program.   The DMAC Steering Team and the Modeling and Analysis Steering Team are just beginning to address the details of how to design and implement integrated data and interoperable systems. Critical issues remain, such as identifying the roles and responsibilities of federal agencies and regional associations, defining “operations", developing standards and protocols, and responding to other issues necessary for the implementation of IOOS.

4.  Coordinated approach for recommending priorities of enhancements to the IOOS.    IOOS is not a static system but rather, is meant to grow and expand as user needs evolve, new coastal issues emerge, scientific understanding develops, and new technologies emerge.  Each agency will have its own priorities, as will the regional systems.  As a system of systems, however, these priorities will need to be pulled together into a comprehensive approach in order to ensure that IOOS remains a quality program delivering the best possible information an integrated fashion to a variety of users. 

5.  Linking IOOS with global efforts.   As the US contribution to GOOS and GEOOS, IOOS must be developed consistent with these efforts.  Previously, Ocean US has had the lead in monitoring global issues and coordinating US participation.   If NOAA is to assume this responsibility, it will need to ensure its efforts are coordinated with those of other federal and regional partners. 

6.  Champion of IOOS.  IOOS needs an interagency champion.  We applaud NOAA for taking the lead in establishing an IOOS office.  However, we fear that other agencies now will turn their energies to other issues under the misconception that NOAA will be responsible for IOOS and other agency contributions will no longer be needed. 

Specifically, we encourage the JSOST and/or the IWGOO to take action regarding who will be responsible for: (1) managing and promoting the national and international scale interests and needs of IOOS, (2) facilitating and coordinating the federal inter-agency effort for planning, budgets and implementation and (3) facilitating and coordinating the integration of non-federal programs into IOOS.   As it appears that a dedicated interagency office is not feasible at this time, as indicated by the decision to close the Ocean.US Office, then the NOAA IOOS Program Office will need to assume these responsibilities, with support from other agencies.   NOAA has been recognized as the lead agency for IOOS and, in this role, will need to lead interagency efforts.  However, they can not do this alone, and we do not believe this structure will provide an adequate long-term solution.   In order for NOAA to serve this function in the short-term, the other federal agencies represented on the IWGOO will need to dedicate resources and staffing to the NOAA IOOS Program Office for specific implementation projects.   The need for interagency coordination is only likely to increase as the dialog about climate change increases.  We strongly suggest that a true interagency program office will be needed as IOOS matures and that planning for its creation should be a responsibility of the IWGOO, with assistance from the NOAA IOOS Program office as it begins to explore this mission.  

 
Thank you for your consideration.

Sincerely,

Molly McCammon, Chair

NFRA Board of Directors

cc:  Mr. Jack Dunnigan, Chair, IWGOO

        Dr. Bill Birkemeier, Ocean US
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