Hugh Chipman has served on NSERC’s Statistical Sciences Grant Selection Committee for the last three years, chairing the committee in 2007-8.  Nancy Reid is serving as the chair of the ad hoc NSERC Statistical Sciences Liaison committee.  

We would like to update you on our activities, and encourage you to come to the meeting with NSERC at the SSC Annual Meeting.  This meeting will take place on Wednesday, May 28, at 12.45, but please check your program for any last minute changes.

The recent competitions

The last three years have seen significant changes to the discovery grant system, with more to come.  All NSERC Grant Selection Committees (GSCs), and especially the statistical sciences committee (GSC 14), have been affected by pressure to raise the minimum grant level combined with a decrease in available funding.  GSCs have had to make difficult choices; in GSC 14 the minimum level for most grants has risen to $12,000 per year.  This minimum grant requirement and budget constraints have led to a change in the overall distribution of grant funding levels. For individual applicants this means an increasingly competitive grant selection process.  As a discipline, we see fewer researchers being funded: in GSC 14 Discovery Grant success rates have fallen to 70%.

The plots below provide good visuals of the compression caused by decreasing funding and the requirement to increase the minimum grant.  In the 2005 competition, funding came to the committee at 100%, meaning enough money to renew all returning applicants at their current funding.  In 2006, the budget was at 90%, with no lower bound enforced.  In 2007, with 90% funding, a minimum grant policy of $15,000 was introduced, although GSC 14 used a $12,000 minimum.  In 2008, while funding was near 100%, a large number of first time applicants meant that the budget was nearly as tight as in 2006 and 2007.  In 2008, the minimum was still $12,000.  The compression on the mid- to upper- level grants is severe: in the 2008 competition just held, 70% of the grants awarded were in the range $12,000 to $15,999.  The 2008 competition results remain unofficial until the meeting of NSERC's Committee of Grants & Scholarships, scheduled for May 26-27, 2008.
[Histograms go here]  

Changes at NSERC

An ad hoc Liaison Committee,  chaired by Nancy Reid, with Christian Leger, Charmaine Dean, James Stafford, Francois Bellavance and Hugh Chipman as members, has been working with NSERC and the community in an effort to identify concerns and propose solutions.  Our email to d-ssc in November included our submissions to both the International Review and the GSC Structure Review.  These letters can be obtained from the committee’s web site: www.utstat.utoronto.ca/reid/.  The GSC Structure Review will have the most impact on the scientific community, as it will change the way grants are adjudicated.  NSERC held the first focus group meeting to discuss emerging recommendations on March 13, 2008; Charmaine Dean attended on our behalf.  NSERC staff will be making a presentation about the restructuring at the SSC Annual Meeting.

Nothing has been finalized about the restructuring, but the current discipline-based GSC structure will be changed; NSERC has made it clear that the status quo is not an option.  The model currently being considered is called a 'Conference Model', in which large area panels are divided into several smaller building blocks, each building block covering a relevant sub-area.  For example, 'actuarial science and mathematical finance', or 'computational statistics', might be two (of several) building blocks emerging from GSC 14.  The building blocks and the committee members assigned to them would be somewhat fluid, enabling the GSC program to respond flexibly both to emerging areas and to proposals that cross the boundaries of various disciplines.

The broad area panels, formed from the separate building blocks, will be approximately the size of two or three current GSCs.  In two current draft scenarios, the topics currently adjudicated by GSC 14 would be part of a broad area panel with the topics currently adjudicated by the pure and applied mathematics GSCs.  

An alternative that our liaison committee has discussed is a broad area panel in 'information science', which would align statistical science more closely with computer science than with mathematics.  

The Liaison committee’s work was interrupted in April by the news that NICDS was not funded, as many members of this committee also formed the writing group for the MRS proposal.  One aspect of the decision that greatly concerns the committee is the evidence that the negative recommendation for funding was at least partly a result of a lack of appreciation of applied and collaborative research from the more strictly ‘mathematical’ end of the spectrum of reviewers of the proposal.  The prospect of a broad area panel combining mathematics and statistics could mean more decision like this in the future.

We need feedback from the community on all these issues, and urge you to attend the NSERC information session at the SSC Meeting.  You can also send email to reid@utstat.utoronto.ca, and Nancy will ensure that replies are summarized and made available to the community and to NSERC.

