NERC Grants and Usage of Services and Facilities (S&F) – Clarification of Process

Contact Facility

A PI wishing to use any of the NERC S&F must first of all speak directly to the facility.  This determines that the project is technically feasible and that there is, in principle, capacity to do the work.  It also forewarns the facility of potential future work and helps in capacity planning.  The facility can also advise on the experimental design etc, if needed.

Facility Costs

Under FEC all the costs involved in a project have to be costed in.  Although many of the facilities are free-at-the-point-of-delivery to the community, they are not cost-free to NERC which is still paying for them, albeit via a different route.  The decision has therefore been  made that the facility costs must be included in all NERC grants (all responsive mode schemes, research programmes, fellowships - but not studentships). The Sept 09 small grants round was the first where NERC insisted that all facility costs were included in applications and this will now be the case for all future grants rounds.  

Grants Application Form

All S&F, including e.g. equipment pool facilities, should be able to provide PIs with an estimated cost for projects proposed.  Such costs should be included in the Je-S proforma under 'other directly incurred costs'.  Importantly, facility costs must now to be included in grant applications to schemes where there is a maximum amount that can be applied for (ie small grants, new investigators and consortium rounds in responsive mode and some research programme grants).  There is also a facilities section where PIs should select the facility they wish to use (if a grant is not using a facility there is a box to tick to say so - they will not be able to submit the application without either selecting a facility or ticking the 'no facility' box).  Brief details of facility usage should also be included.  There is no specific place for this but putting it in the justification of resources makes it easy to find.  We really just need to know how many samples and what analysis or what piece(s) of equipment they want and for how long etc.  Only the aircraft, HPC and the ships/marine need to include a facilities application form to be submitted with their grant.  Earth Observation/ Atmospheric/ Archive/ Equipment Pool/ Analytical facilities do not need the facilities application form to be submitted with the grant application (hence we ask for brief details to be included in the grant form).

NERC Grants and Facility Steering Committee

Once a grant has been funded, the facilities team here at NERC checks the application and ensures the facility is sent a copy.  (There may be specific questions asked as well: eg is this project going to need  >10% of your annual capacity?) By sending an application to the facility, we are signalling that the project has been, or most likely will be, funded, and this will inform S&F as to the scope of the full project (often this is the first time you will have seen full application).  The PI will be sent an award letter which states that any block-funded facility costs have not been included in the grant, and that the PI will then need to contact the facility again and complete a facility application form for consideration by the facility’s steering committee.  

There is a common belief in the community that there is a double jeopardy with having to apply to the facility steering committee as well.  The process of  assessment  and capacity allocation for grant-funded facility access is different from the research grants peer-review process.  In most grant applications the actual details of the analytical aspect, for example, is absent (due to lack of space, it being a minor part of the project etc) so the facility dimension has not been assessed.  Also, peer-reviewers of the grant are not always experts in the facility aspect, so again it probably won't have been expertly reviewed.  The facility steering committee also take into account facility-specific aspects such as capacity, logistics etc.  On rare occasions, there is a problem with the facility application that the steering committee has picked up on, and a grant-funded project will be not supported in its present form.  In these cases the committee and/or facility will provide guidance so that on resubmission of the application, it should be acceptable.  If a PI has applied to the facility in plenty of time, this delay should not be problematic.  On the rare occasion a project is time-critical, peer-review can be done via email and the project approved by chair’s action.

Grant-funded vs direct access
For block-funded facilities, a PI does not need to have a NERC grant to be able to access a facility.  (There is no direct assess at pay-as-you-go facilities, you have to secure the funds to pay for the work.)  The basic concept in block-funded facilities is that the facility is there to support grant-funded work and any spare capacity is then filled with direct access work.  Direct access typically allows for small amounts of work to be done (essentially pilot or proof of concept projects where data is needed so that a research grant can be applied for).  Direct access should not be above about 10% of the capacity of the facility for the year.  Direct access should not in future be applied for to cover facility usage in connection with a grant: the facility costs should have been included in the grant.  Direct access is not intended to supplement NERC grants.  

There may be occasions, however, when during the course of a NERC grant project something interesting will be found and it would be good to, for example, get a set of analyses for a particular sample.  Even though the analysis was not included in the grant, direct access could be applied for.  The PI should state why is was not included in the grant and, providing the project was graded alpha 4, or above by the steering committee, the project would most likely go ahead, although it would not be a first priority.

Prioritisation of Work

When prioritising the work, the highest priority is obviously grant-funded work and quality projects applied for on behalf of NERC students.  Non-NERC student projects and then direct access will be prioritised lower.  Whilst we try to accommodate all work graded alpha-4 or above (under the current gradings), that may not always be possible in austere times.
