NERC PRE-AWARD ASSESSMENT PROCESS – Technologies Proof of Concept Scheme
BACKGROUND AND GUIDANCE NOTES
Introduction

This document provides background and guidance for NERC reviewers conducting pre-award assessment of applications for NERC funding under the Technologies Proof of Concept scheme.
Background to the Technologies Proof of Concept Scheme
NERC’s Strategy ‘Next Generation Science for Planet Earth’ (available on the NERC website at http://www.nerc.ac.uk/about/strategy/ngscience.asp) identifies technology development as one of the key areas NERC needs to support in order to deliver the aims and objectives of the strategy. To reflect this NERC's strategy includes a dedicated Technologies Theme and an associated Theme Action Plan (available on the NERC website at http://www.nerc.ac.uk/research/themes/tap/ ). One of the actions from the first Technologies Theme Action Plan is a research programme to fund the development of new and innovative technology concepts with potential applications to environmental science. 

The rationale behind enhancing such activity is that it fosters a dynamic and vibrant research base within both HEIs and NERC Research and Collaborative Centres where high risk - high reward technologies can be developed. This scheme sits at the heart of the NERC Technologies Theme over its five-year period and will operate as an enabling mechanism for delivering new technologies.
The scheme is for proposals to develop new and innovative technologies for environmental sciences, providing that they are within the proof of concept stages (Technologies Readiness Level (TRL) 1 to 4 – see http://esto.nasa.gov/files/TRL_definitions.pdf for the definitions). A broad range of activities is considered suitable – from paper studies to laboratory experiments – and all projects are required to clearly demonstrate a potential application to environmental science that will result in a significant advance in the field.  A list of awards made in the first funding round can be found at http://gotw.nerc.ac.uk/list_them.asp?them=Technologies+Proof+of+Concept .
Projects are limited to a maximum cost per project of £150K (where this is 80% Full Economic Cost). The duration of the projects should not exceed 12 months. The announcement of opportunity for this scheme can be found on the NERC website at 

http://www.nerc.ac.uk/research/programmes/technologypoc/events/ao2.asp .
Assessment Process

The process consists of two stages: 

· Peer Review. Peer reviewers are asked to assess and grade the proposal according to the NERC Assessment Criteria. All comments arising from external peer reviews are sent to applicant(s), who have the opportunity to respond to the comments prior to the Moderating Panel meeting.  

· Moderating Panel. The Moderating Panel will be specially convened and will comprise of members drawn from the academic research and user communities and may include NERC Peer Review College members. All Moderating Panel members receive the full proposal, any additional background information provided by NERC, the assessments from peer review grading/assessment, and the proposer’s responses to reviewers’ assessments. The Moderating Panel is responsible for providing a final grading, and comments on the proposal in a form that can be made available to the proposer. The Moderating Panel is also responsible for providing recommendations for funding and where there are competing proposals, making recommendations on priorities in the context of the funding available. 
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NERC Assessment Criteria

In selecting proposals for funding, NERC is seeking to meet a number of strategic objectives including excellence. These are reflected in the assessment criteria that will be applied to proposals for funding made to NERC. As well as determining the priority for funding, the criteria will also be used to guide evaluation of outputs from NERC funded projects and programmes. The assessment criteria are;

Excellence. This criterion is used to judge the excellence of the proposal. Importantly, this criterion is applied in context and the grading table (Annex I-A) reflects the priorities of the Technologies Proof of Concept Scheme. Proposals need to show advancement in the TRL. 
Risk-Reward. It is NERC’s policy to fund the most rewarding science whilst minimising risk wherever possible. As NERC is seeking to support the early development of cutting-edge technologies with this call it is expected that the development of these technologies will have an element of risk. Most importantly, NERC believes that risk-taking is very often necessary in order to answer the challenging questions in environmental science. The risk-reward criteria seek to prioritise those proposals that offer the highest reward with the minimum risk exposure, where risk will be offset by the feasibility of the technical approach and the project management plan. Risk and Reward are defined as follows for the purposes of this assessment and grading;

Risk. Risk is defined as the likelihood that the stated scientific and implementation objectives of the proposal will not be met. As such risk should implicitly include such factors as the appropriateness of the methods proposed to achieve the objectives, the ability of the scientific team proposed to achieve the objectives (this would include relevant track record as a risk minimisation factor), and the recognition of risk and proposals for mitigating action. 
Reward. Reward is defined as the contribution to the Programme objectives achieved if the stated objectives of the proposal are met.

Risk and Reward are assessed separately and combined in a matrix (Annex I-B) to provide a Risk-Reward grading. 

Cost Effectiveness. As a public funding organisation, NERC must ensure that funding is allocated on a basis that ensures best value for money. The Cost Effectiveness assessment and grading (Annex 1-C) should be based on an assessment of the financial resources requested against the outputs proposed. The assessment should implicitly consider factors such as relevant track record of proposers, leverage of investment already made in existing infrastructure/facilities, and benefits arising from co-funding e.g. jointly funded programmes, in-kind contributions, attraction of third party funding.

Impact Plans.  Whilst a well developed impact plan will strengthen an application, NERC realises that for projects at the proof of concept stage the opportunities for knowledge exchange may be limited, and this should be taken into account when grading the Technologies Proof of Concept Impact Plans.  However in Technologies Proof of Concept Impact Plans NERC still expects to see evidence that consideration has been given to user engagement during, and after, the lifetime of the project. Specifically, the impact plan should note: who the potential beneficiaries of the technology are; how they could make use of the technology; and how the outcomes of the project will be disseminated. The NERC Impact Plan assessment criteria is given below in Annex 1-D, if required further information on Impact Plans is available at http://www.nerc.ac.uk/funding/application/impactplans.asp.  
ANNEX I – NERC ASSESSMENT CRITERIA FOR TECHNOLOGIES PROOF OF CONCEPT
Annex 1 – A. Excellence

The Excellence criteria for this scheme take into account both the novelty of the technology and the potential of the technology to improve our understanding of the environment. The definitions for each of the grades are given below:

	Grade
	Quality of Research 

	α5
	Outstanding: exceptional technological merit and originality; potential application of the technology is expected to lead to a major advance in environmental science; top 5%

	α4
	Excellent: technology at the forefront of the field: potential application of the technology will provide a substantial advance in environmental science; top 25%

	α3
	Very good; a generally competitive proposal developing a technology that has potential application to advance the application field; top 60%

	α2
	Good; a good proposal, but proposed technology not leading edge

	α1
	Of merit; modest advance in the field

	β
	Probably not advancing the field

	Reject
	Flawed technological approach or repetitious.


 ANNEX 1 - B. Risk Reward

Risk-reward will be graded on a matrix as follows;

	
	
	Reward

	
	
	Low
	Medium
	High

	Risk
	Low
	1
	2
	5

	
	Medium
	1
	2
	4

	
	High
	1
	1
	3


The criteria for Reward and Risk are as follows:

Reward Criteria

	Grade
	Research

	
	Technologies

	High


	Certain long term, broad impact on knowledge within the environmental sciences.

	Med
	Probable long term impact on knowledge within the environmental sciences.



	Low
	Little probable long term impact on knowledge within the environmental sciences.




Risk Criteria

	Grade
	Research

	
	Technologies

	Low
	No discernible operational risk. Certain that the objectives are tractable.



	Med
	Some discernible operational risk. Certain that the objectives are tractable.



	High
	Likely operational risk. Risk that the objectives are not tractable.  




ANNEX 1 - C. Cost Effectiveness Criteria

Cost effectiveness is graded on a sliding scale as follows:

	Grade
	Research

	
	Technologies 

	V


	Excellent value for money.

	IV


	Very good value for money.



	III


	Good value for money.



	II


	Satisfactory value for money.



	I


	Poor value for money.




ANNEX 1 - D Impact Plans
Impact Plans: assessment criteria 
When assessing an Impact Plan, it is important to remember that impact is the outcome whereas knowledge exchange is the process by which impact is achieved. Impacts can be local, regional, national or international in scale and impact activities are most effective where user engagement is sought early on and where the activities are included as an integral part of the research process. 

Reviewers will consider the following points when making comments and selecting a grade (high, medium or low) for the Impact Plan. 
1. Is the Impact Plan appropriate for the research being proposed? 
The plan should identify users and beneficiaries, activities, and mechanisms for exchange that are appropriate to the research being proposed. For example, proposals of a more applied nature may have a plan that details more user focused activity than a proposal that is extremely speculative or novel and contains more routine dissemination. 
2. Have the likely users and beneficiaries been identified? 
Does the Impact Plan include likely users and beneficiaries or have some of the most obvious ones been omitted? Has an attempt been made to identify a broader group of people who may have an interest in the science being communicated? If the proposal is of a nature where the user community cannot at this stage be easily identified, have others with an interest been identified at the very minimum? 
3. Have likely outcomes and impacts been identified where possible? 
The most likely impacts from the research should be identified; this may determine the activities that might be undertaken to ensure engagement and dissemination in the most effective manner for relevant users and beneficiaries. Is there a broad awareness of how different sectors might be affected by an increase in knowledge generated by the grant? 
4. Have the most appropriate activities and methods been proposed for impact activities? 
The activities that can be undertaken to ensure engagement and dissemination are broad and diverse – however they should support and complement the needs of the users. Activities that are suitable might be quite routine and might only ensure that dialogue between different parties takes place. In other situations more bespoke activities may be required. 
5. Are the right people undertaking impact activities? 
A range of different people could be used to develop and deliver impact activities. Have the most appropriate people been selected for the activities proposed? It may be appropriate to use research staff to carry out some activities where the scientific knowledge is vital, whereas specific expertise may need to be bought in for other activities for example technology translation activities or communication and web design. 
6. Are the costs appropriate to the activities proposed? 
Do the costs attributed to the proposed activities look realistic?
Impact Plan grading criteria

	Grade
	Research

	
	Technologies

	High
	All the obvious beneficiaries and users and the likely impacts have been identified. Activities proposed are in line with this and demonstrate a clear understanding of the needs of the user community and ability to deliver. An excellent plan will demonstrate that engagement has already taken place and the research may be responsive to a particular user need.

	Medium
	Routine activities have been proposed but these are unlikely to go far enough to ensure really effective knowledge exchange with the user community leading to significant impact. Some attempt to outline likely beneficiaries and non-routine activities has been made but may not include the most appropriate activities. For proposals of a very novel nature it may be that no more potential impacts, activities and beneficiaries can be identified at this time – this is acceptable.

	Low
	Little or no attempt has been made to go further than routine knowledge exchange activities. Proposals of a more applied nature, where there is potential for a range of activities and possible beneficiaries, have not included any form of user engagement.





Proposal 


submitted





Selection of 


reviewers 





Grading and 


Assessment





Reviewer assessment sent to Proposer





Proposer response        to reviewer assessment





Moderating Panel overall assessment, grading and funding recommendation





Proposal, reviewer assessment/grading, proposer response all sent to Moderating Panel





Decision on funding and preparation of advice and feedback to Proposer





Funding decision and feedback








