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NFRA Board Retreat

Sunday, March 2, 2008

Homewood Suites, Orlando FL

9:00 to 3:00 

Retreat Summary

Attending:  AOOS - Molly McCammon; CaRA-  Roy Watlington, Jorge Corredor, Julio Morell;  CeNCOOS -  Toby Garfield and Heather Kerkering;   GCOOS -  Ray Toll and Mike Spranger;   GLOS -  Bill Werick and Christine Manninen;   MACOORA - Bill Boicourt and Dave Chapman;  NANOOS -  Jan Newton and Dave Martin;     NERACOOS -  Philip Bogden, Ru Morrison and Al Hanson;  PacIOOS-  Brian Taylor;   SECOORA-  Harvey Seim and Rick DeVoe; SCCOOS-  Stephanie Peck;   Board Member (non-voting) - Mark Luther; Facilitator - Mel Briscoe; Staff - Josie Quintrell. 

Summary

The purpose of the Board Retreat was to clarify the roles NFRA needs to fulfill to serve the interests and needs of the member RAs and to identify key focus areas for the next 1-2 years.  Mel Briscoe facilitated the discussion. 

Three fundamental roles for NFRA emerged from the day's discussion:  

1) Champion and Advocate:  NFRA is a champion and advocate for the regions, showing leadership by promoting the regions at the national level, articulating the value of the regions to decision makers, and keeping IOOS visible and relevant. Specific actions include: 

a) Pursue RA base funding; 

b) Articulate value of regions to IOOS to multiple audiences;

c) Advocate for change in funding process; and

d) Leverage support from other agencies for regions.

2) Communicator:  

a) NFRA facilitates two-way communication:  1) communicating the needs, concerns and issues from the RAs to federal agencies and 2) communicating to the RAs what is happening at the national level with regards to IOOS and the regions. Specific actions include: Help RAs understand what is happening at federal level;

b) Educate NOAA and federal agencies on what is happening at the regional level;

c) Articulate RA needs to NOAA and IWGOO; and

d) Facilitate communications between regions so regions can learn from one another and build on successes rather than reinventing the wheel.

3)  Partnerships:

NFRA plays a key role in engaging organizational and private sector support.

The issue of whether NFRA should assume the role of an implementing organization, in terms of assuming responsibility for ensuring the success or coordination of regional IOOS was also discussed.  The First IOOS Implementation Plan, adopted by the IWGOO which includes NOAA, identifies NFRA as being responsible for the coordination of the RAs.  As an entity that is formed by the RAs to represent the RAs, this role is incompatible with our mission.  The Board agreed that this was not a role for NFRA to play.  

Notes from the brainstorming discussions. 

Topic #1 --   Key roles for NFRA: 

· Coordinating body among the 11 diverse bodies, provides single voice to rest of the world

· Communicates upward and outward to the federal agencies and the world and inward and downward to the RAs. 

· Advocates for the interests of the regions

· Informs RAs of what is happening in Washington 

· Partners with the private sector at national level, which complements the participation of the private sector at the regional level. 

· Communicates successes among RAs 

· Derives consensus to arrive at a single voice 

· NFRA is a union of RAs that represents the RAs in a way that NOAA can’t.  NOAA would be akin to management in a business scenario. 

· NFRA may not be the best organization to serve as an international voice, but if it does play an international role, make sure it’s focused

· Expand interactions with federal agencies 

· Coordinate and communicate so that we can learn/educate among ourselves. 

· Inform NOAA and other agencies about what IOOS should be doing. 

· United voice that reflects the uniqueness of each RA as well as the commonalities among all of the RAs.  Together, the RAs represent 30 states and millions of people.  We have clout. 

· Shares lessons learned and programmatic successes --  enabling, voicing, making IOOS  happen 

· Help shape how we go forward

Topic #2.NFRA's performance to date.  

Clarified that NFRA is not just the staff but the Board and its committees. In general, NFRA has done well with the resources.  But there was concerned expressed that surprises still come out of the blue.   Communication needs to be improved, particularly in sharing lessons learned and fostering inter-regional collaborations.    Ideas for improving communication include:  NFRA managing the monthly RA phone calls, send out shorter updates, use the website, use the 6 month project reviews to NOAA as a way to communicate to other regions (don't make people write extra reports), don't use list serves.    

Topic #3. Expectations for future
· Clarify our roles with NOAA and federal agencies

· Advocacy: one voice

· Go beyond NOAA, engage other agencies

· Maintain close connection within NOAA IOOS Office so that the RAs can be kept informed on developments and their interests made clear - a "vocal mole".

· Highlight successes to benefit other regions

· Change RA funding mechanism

· Continue to educate NOAA as to what the RAs are all about, use support from Hill and OMB to support unique role of regions. 

· Aggressively pursue base funding 

· Articulate stakeholders and user needs for federal agencies, RAs have the direct customer interface. 

· RAs can play an important role in guiding the transition from research to operations 

· IOOS is becoming common vocabulary: keep it going! 

· “NFRA endorsed” has to carry weight.  

· Enhance and enable the RAs. Best practices, information, (balance the advocacy with the other direction) 

· Do no harm: venues where discussion seeks collegial consensus. 

· Articulate why IOOS and the RAs are worth the money

· To serve as a primary point of contact for private industry with a national scope e.g. Weatherflow. They are everywhere, but can’t talk with each RA. 

· Do it all and do it better than everyone else 

· Enunciate to Washington why IOOS and RA are worth the money

Topic #4 -- Overview of Advocacy (2 power-point slides) 
As a non-profit organization, NFRA is allowed to lobby.  The rule of thumb for the non-profits under the IRS guidelines is that an organization can spend 20% of its gross revenues on lobbying.  But, because all of NFRA's funding, at this point, is federal (either from RA dues which are most often paid from their NOAA Planning Grants or from the NOAA coordination grant), NFRA can not lobby.  Advocacy or lobbying is defined as "influencing legislator, employee of government or legislator about specific legislation or funding."   You can not urge someone to contact their representatives, can’t provide phone numbers, etc, can’t make specific request.  Allowed activities include responding to requests, educating policy makers on particular topics, and providing policy analysis and positions.

NFRA partners with other organizations on IOOS issues, most notably the Consortium for Ocean Leadership (and its predecessor CORE), the Friends of NOAA, the Alliance for Earth Observations, Sea Grant Association and Coastal States Organization. 

A survey of similar organizations (Coastal States Organization, National Alliance of Marine Labs, NERRS Association, Sea Grant Association) indicates they have all recently refocused their priorities to focus almost exclusively on advocacy work with the Hill and the federal agencies.  Most of the organizations require that dues be paid from non-federal sources.  In one case, the SGA, decided not to hire an Executive Director but to hire a lobbying group to represent their interests.  
Friends of NOAA: develop one voice to represent these and other interests so that NOAA hears one, not conflicting, message. Does NOAA encompass everything we want to do? Don’t be so myopic about NOAA – focus on NFRA because down the line, most of the RA money will come from outside of NOAA.

Topic #5 Federal agency engagement. 

NFRA should engage the non-NOAA agencies -- EPA, USACE, USGS, HS, DOI, DOD, MMS,  and state agencies.   The NFRA presentation at the upcoming IWGOO meeting is an important opportunity to address these issues.  

End of morning retreat session.  Afternoon session was a NFRA Board Meeting and a discussion with Zdenka Willis and Geno Olmi of NOAA.  

Afternoon Discussion Session with Zdenka Willis and Geno Olmi. 

Molly: No specific agenda items for the discussion. We hoped to talk about the future of RA funding, the program assessments and review and other issues relevant to NFRA.

Zdenka:   We probably won't know budget for FY09 until next January because of election year politics, which means that Congress is likely to pass a continuing resolution for the budget in October.  It makes it difficult to plan or execute programs. 

NOAA is in the process of reviewing and considering the recommendations of the LMI report on a regional business model for the regions. Most implementation activities are directed to IOOS office for clearer vision.   They concluded that NOAA can accomplish building the RAs into a national program using cooperative agreements.   NOAA chose the competitive method for FY07 and FY08 process because it is what NOAA knows.  Competitive grants are great for research but not necessarily for long term observing.  NOAA is now using the LMI study to examine other mechanisms for soliciting proposals.   Cooperative agreements can be more expensive to manage than competitive agreements.  NOAA is planning on having a thoughtful discussion over the next ten months the way to go forward. 

Molly:   NFRA will poll its members for insights on the FY08 process and for suggestions on future funding processes.   

Zdenka:   Can't allocate regional money on a formula basis, such as the Coastal Zone Management program.  That program and Sea Grant are under scrutiny for such funding.  Some in Washington still see the RAs as self-centered money seekers. It's a long process to change opinions in Washington.  Still want the process to be merit based, but balance merit and sustainability.

Geno on the review process:   NOAA used a 2-step process.  First, knowledgeable people from the sectors of academia, industry, state agencies and NGOs conducted mail reviews.   These mail reviews were sent to the panel members for consideration in their review.  Second, panel members were asked to review 7 – 9 proposals each.  Each proposal was reviewed by at least 3 panelists.  Overall rankings are not public information and the competition is considered to be open “through extending into ’09.” Have to figure out how to distribute the information without crossing the legality bounds. 
Mel Briscoe: It's a difficult task. Where did the reviews fall in regard to the spectrum of a research project or an operational project? What’s the right spot? 
Geno: The guidance was okay, but mail reviews were all over the place. That is one reason that the panel reviews were given more weight: there was more opportunity to discuss the projects. 

Zdenka:  We don’t want to pit regions against one another, but want to focus on building a true partnership to support existing capability.   We need to retool the merit- based approach so that it works for the program.   She reviewed the reviewers’ scores, some generally tough, some easy, the rest in the middle.   She didn't see any regional biases or suspicious trends.  The reviewers on the whole followed the FFO. 

Zdenka:  NOAA conducted the first RA Assessment, which went very well. One of the purposes of these assessments is to understand how NOAA can assist the RAs. It isn't the same as funding but does present some avenues for improvements.  

Project Reviews will be held in the fall.  We are working with CSC to determine how best to conduct the project reviews in the fall.  All FY07 projects have Fact Sheets (see CSC website) which may be used for the review.  These reviews  could form the basis for 09 decisions. 
Josie:   The fact sheets should be reviewed -- they were not developed as a baseline for review, but as a summary and budget reductions will have meant many of the projects have been scaled down. 
Brian:  Need to examine what is sustainable across organizations. Holes are developing in the matrix because the funding level is not sustained. As a result, we cannot do all the things we set out to do.  

Zdenka:  Agree.  Difficult to manage a program with reduced funds each year.  IOOS is in the OMB budget and IOOS is front and center with the Admiral. 

Mel:  What should NFRA say to IWGOO on March 27?

Zdenka:  Can't really say -- NFRA should discuss IOOS leadership role. What we need from leadership perspective, what works, doesn’t and other needs.

Geno: It would be good to clear up the difference between RAs and RCOOSs. 

Christine:  What can we say to the stakeholders, many of whom are already feeling excluded? 

Zdenka:  The President's 09 budget has $21m for IOOS which is $6m less than what has been allocated in FY08.  That's all I can say. 
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