aglnnovation Northeast: Input to the NRSP Review Committee

Renewals:
NRSP# Facilitating Registration of Pest Management Technology for Specialty Crops and
Specialty Uses

NRSP4, as the narrative of the proposal indicates, has been supported by off-the-top
funding since 1963. Currently, agInnovation contributes approximately 2.3% of the
overall budget of IR4, an interregional project that facilitates the registration of
protection technology for specialty crops and minor uses on major crops. aglhnovation
Northeast suggests that the NRSP Review Committee recommend rejection of the
renewal of NRSP4. The region bases the suggestion consistent with the NRSP
Guidelines, which state that “NRSPs should expect a finite period of OTT MRF” and a
renewal application should “...provide a logical progression of new support for quality
scientific research, not merely a new five-year funding period for similar activities.”
Further, the Guidelines state, “Long-term, minimal-level support (modest, sustained)
would be considered by the NRSP RC if the NRSP shared a compelling rationale. Even
in this circumstance, the NRSP RC will recommend that a project team identify
strategies to eliminate OTT MRFE.” The proposal does not share a compelling rationale
for long-term, minimal-level, off-the-top support, nor does it provide suggestions for
reducing or eliminating off-the-top funds. Indeed, the proposal argues for continuing
its current level of funding and goes on to suggest that the level should be increased.
Why off-the-top funds are needed is not described in the proposal. Finally, these
reflections are not intended to diminish or denigrate the contributions of IR4. Clearly,
IR4 plays an important role in agricultural pest management, and, in support of that
role, the project receives a substantial annual award from the USDA. Alternatively, the
region believes that the off-the-top funding for NRSP4 should be sunsetted in a manner
consistent with the guidelines of the NRSP Review Committee.

NRSP9 National Animal Nutrition Program

The National Animal Nutrition Program has applied for the renewal of a project that is
dedicated to addressing the lack of research resources for developing feed ingredient
databases and mathematical models to predict nutrient requirements for agriculturally
important animals. The Region appreciated the presentation by the technical lead of the
project as well as the reflections of the external reviewers. The Northeast Region noted
the increase in the budget over current project levels. The project proposal states, “This
funding request reflects what is projected to be required to complete the current void in
nutrition research support information and technology and then to continue the



information access and modeling capabilities already developed by NRSP-9.” While we
appreciate the sentiment, the proposal does not provide a rationale for reducing or
eliminating off-the-top funding. We would ask that the NRSP Review Committee seek
from NRSP9 a justification for the increase and a rationale for reducing or eliminating
off-the-top funding. Finally, the Region is especially interested to hear the
accomplishments of NRSP9 as they relate to the establishment of a non-profit
organization (a strategy to reduce dependence on off-the-top funding) and the ongoing
collaborations of NRSP9 with the National Academies of Science, Engineering, and
Medicine.

New Projects:

NRSP_temp12 Building Collaborative Research and Extension Networks to Advance the
Research & Application of Science with Urban Communities

The Northeast directors appreciate the need to address issues associated with urban
agriculture. As the smallest and most densely populated “aglnnovation” region in the
country, we recognize both the opportunities and challenges with “urban ag”. To that
end, the Northeast launched a multistate research project, NE2401 Urban Agriculture:
Equity, Sustainability, and Community Development. The architects of NRSP_temp12
propose three objectives: creating integrated communities of practice, developing and
maintaining an urban data hub, and providing professional development opportunities
for individuals intending to work in (or working in) urban communities. The Northeast
directors ask the NRSP Review Committee how the off-the-top funds will provide
unique research capacities above and beyond what the National Urban Research and
Extension Center (NUREC) engages in now. Could the activities described in the
proposal be undertaken by NUREC in the absence of an investment from the Multistate
Research Funds? If a unique capacity of the proposed NRSP is the hiring of a program
leader to create and develop communities of practice in one of three identified areas of
interest, what specific activities will the program leaders deploy to support research?
The activities described in the proposal revolve largely around Extension. What specific
research will this project support? For instance, the proposal states:
“This NRSP would add value to several multistate research and extension
projects that members of NUREC leadership have established or participated in:
NE2401 Urban Agriculture: Equity, Sustainability, and Community Development
NE2206 Green Stormwater Infrastructure and Agriculture multistate project.”
The Northeast directors seek elaboration on how the proposed NRSP would bring value
to multistate research projects that are currently underway. Last, the investigators
intend to gauge the success of the project based on website engagement, addition of
materials to the data repository, use of the data hub, and surveys of participants of



professional development trainings. The project also intends to use an external
evaluator to develop metrics for project evaluation. We contend that the identification
of metrics should be considered now, during project inception. To that end, we seek
clear metrics and evaluation plans to assess the effectiveness of the collaborative
networks and their impact on research and extension activities. The metrics would
assist in ensuring that the project delivers tangible benefits to urban communities.

NRSP_temp13: Artificial Intelligence for Agricultural Autonomy

The Northeast appreciates the ambition and national scope of NRSP_temp13. In the
spirit of ensuring that the initiative delivers a broad and equitable impact, we offer the
following comments and questions. NRSP_temp13 proposes two primary objectives,
which include developing large, comprehensive, open-source datasets and developing
Al algorithms that account for the fusion of heterogeneous data. While the Northeast
recognizes that public investment is essential for advancing Al in the public sector, we
ask whether establishing a website that links to curated databases meets the objective of
developing large, open-source databases. Will NRSP-supported scientists collect new
data or aggregate existing sources? How will the NRSP team ensure interoperability
and standardization across heterogeneous datasets? What kind of metadata,
documentation, and ongoing maintenance plans will be implemented to ensure datasets
remain usable and accessible over time? The PI noted that the NRSP will create an
umbrella of synergy for the extant multistate projects dedicated to AI. How specifically
will the umbrella of synergy work? What specific actions will the NRSP take to support
the research of the three Al multistates? The proposal includes a representative from
Cornell University. This seems to imply that Northeast agriculture is represented in the
proposal. The Northeast directors were skeptical of the supposition. Alternatively, the
Northeast noted that the PI was engaged in a project in Mississippi that addresses
“agricultural autonomy” on small farms. The Northeast seeks explicit inclusion of
small farms and specialty crops, sweet spots for our region, in NRSP_temp13’s list of
agricultural enterprises that the project might consider. Last, we agree with the external
reviewers who asked, “what are the benchmarks of success?” and request elaboration in
that regard.



