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NSERC LEADERS NETWORK MEETING 
July 22, 2020
Meeting Summary 

The NSERC Leaders network convened its first meeting via video conference on Wednesday July 22, 2020.  The purpose of the meeting was to discuss the expectations of the network, as well as to provide an update on NSERC’s current and proposed activities in response to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Attendees: The meeting was attended by 56 of the 61 members of the network (see appendix A)
[image: image1.jpg]Presenters: Dr. Alejandro Adem (President), Dr. Danika Goosney (Vice- President, Research Grants and Scholarships) and Dr. Marc Fortin (Vice-President, Research Partnerships)
1. Welcome remarks - Dr. Danika Goosney
2. Opening remarks and presentation:  NSERC Leaders network – goal and expectations – Dr. Alejandro Adem
3. Impacts of COVID-19 on NSERC programs and next steps - Dr. Danika Goosney and Dr. Marc Fortin
General update

· Much like the other granting agencies, NSERC continues to adjust its operations as we monitor the evolution and impact of the novel coronavirus (COVID-19). Members were advised to please consult our NSERC COVID-19 program page for the latest updates. 

Discovery Grants one-year extension with funds

· To lessen the impact of COVID-19 and to support all of our researchers and highly qualified personnel, all grantees holding an active Discovery Grant as of April 2020 can elect to receive a one-year extension with funds at their current funding level.

· The first wave of extensions will be for those who were in the final funded year of their grant. Those individuals should have received a system-generated email from NSERC prompting them to access a secure website where they could accept or decline the funded extension. The deadline to submit a response is September 15, 2020 at 8:00 p.m.
· Please visit the FAQ page for additional details.

Update on 2021 Discovery Grants Competition
· NSERC has decided to deliver the 2021 Discovery Grant (DG) competition through videoconference. By implementing the decision now, NSERC has the time to plan and implement the technology and any process related changes to ensure an interactive remote competition where the heart of the DG peer review process is maintained. A public announcement will be made soon.
· NSERC is committed to maintaining a peer review process of the highest quality, including fairness and consistency between evaluating committees and across competition years.

NSERC/SSHRC grants one-year extension in time
· Academic institutions can immediately approve extension requests up to 12 months for agency grants with an end date between February 1, 2020 and March 31, 2021 inclusively.
· This applies to all grants, regardless of whether they have received a previous time extension of any length for any reason.
Scholarships and fellowships

· USRA program: As universities have remained closed in the summer, NSERC will honour full value of the award ($4,500). Universities must contribute the agreed-upon top-up. Work terms will not have to be a minimum of 12 weeks. NSERC encourages remote work.

· Master’s, doctoral and postdoctoral training award recipients may defer start date or request unpaid interruption of up to four months. If awardees can only devote part-time hours to their research due to COVID-19 they may continue to hold their awards at the full amount. The amount will not be prorated, and the end date will remain unchanged. 

· Michael Smith Foreign Study Supplement holders can travel up to a year after being awarded and do not need an active Canada Graduate Scholarship at travel. 

Federal support for research staff: Canada Research Continuity Emergency Fund
· The Canada Research Continuity Emergency Fund (CRCEF) was announced on May 15, 2020, as part of the Government of Canada’s COVID-19 Economic Response Plan.

· The program, which has a total budget of $450 million, has two objectives: a) to provide wage support to universities and health research institutions, both of which are ineligible to the Canada Emergency Wage Subsidy (CEWS), to help them retain research-related personnel during the course of the COVID-19 pandemic (up to $325 million); and b) to support extraordinary incremental costs associated with maintaining essential research-related commitments during the COVID-19 pandemic, and then ramping-up to full research activities as physical distancing measures are eased and research activities can resume ($125 million).

· The program will be delivered in three stages. Institutions must apply at each stage to access funding. The first two stages will exclusively provide wage support for eligible research personnel. The third stage will support incurred costs associated with maintenance and ramp-up of research activities. For all stages, the demonstration of need to access the emergency funds will be required. 
Federal support for trainees and research support personnel
· The Government of Canada provided $291.6M to the federal granting agencies to extend expiring federal graduate research scholarships and postdoctoral fellowships (direct support), and supplement existing federal research grants, to support students, post-doctoral fellows and research support staff (indirect support). 

· For eligible students and postdoctoral researchers whose research scholarship or fellowship ends between March and August 2020, support will be extended for an additional four (4) months and fully funded. Award holders have been contacted by their respective agency and the funding will be provided before September 30, 2020.

· Grant recipients eligible to receive supplementary funding as well as research grant officers are being contacted to be made aware of which grants will be considered for the supplement. The supplement value is based on the average amount typically used to support trainees and research support personnel over a three-month period.

· Please read the full update for all details, eligibility and conditions.
Alliance COVID-19 grants

· NSERC is providing up to $15 million in total support to stimulate collaborations between university academic researchers, the public, not-for-profit sectors and industry to address pandemic-related research and technical challenges.

· Industry, not-for-profit and public sector organizations were invited to submit to NSERC challenges or questions related to the COVID-19 pandemic that could benefit from scientific, technical or research expertise in natural science and engineering. 

· Approximately 186 researchers submitted research proposals addressing 31 challenges identified by industry and other partners.  
· Over 700 applications were submitted to NSERC for the COVID-19 Alliance grants. All the responses to applications have now been sent and NSERC funded $15M worth of projects in the academic community. 
NSERC Alliance grants
· The Alliance grants is still a relatively new program, particularly option 2 of the Alliance grants, which was only launched this past spring. There are still a number of questions about the program, and webinars will be delivered over the next few months to provide more information. 
· NSERC continues to make program adjustments and continues to support the research enterprise in Canada.

4. Closing remarks – Dr. Alejandro Adem
	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


Appendix C: NSERC responses to Leaders’ questions
Is NSERC considering giving applicants a mechanism to communicate the impact the pandemic has had on their own research programs, their HQP training, as it relates to past activities but also with what they are proposing (e.g., field work, medical technologies, international consortia)?
NSERC will publish guidelines for applicants and peer reviewers on how the impacts of COVID-19 may be described and assessed in applications for funding. These guidelines will be published on NSERC’s website in August 2020. We are currently receiving feedback from members of the research community on the proposed guidelines.

How is NSERC planning on conducting in-person reviews considering the restrictions and limits on indoor gatherings?

NSERC already conducts many review processes using videoconference (e.g., scholarships programs, CREATE, prizes). There has been a decision to deliver the 2021 Discovery Grant competition through videoconference. Support and safety of the research community and our staff is our priority.

Can NSERC relay decisions for Discovery and CREATE grants earlier in the year?  

For Discovery Grants, the results can only be produced after the February competition, when all the decisions on the distribution of funds have been made and data validation is complete. The plan for this year is to look at this process to find some efficiencies so as to get the results out a little sooner. A similar approach is being planned for the CREATE program.
Researchers and reviewers have commented that the CCV is awkward, while, to quote a researcher, “Form 100 is a beautiful document that should be plagiarized by other agencies.” Can NSERC move towards a single Form 100 across grants with an improved interface (HQP entry is cumbersome)?

Before COVID-19, there was a plan to release a new interface for the CCV that would improve the user experience. This has been delayed with the hope of introducing this new interface later on this year. The granting agencies are also working on the development of a Tri-agency Grants Management System that will include the management of CV data in a harmonized way.

Regarding the supplement, what funding opportunities does this apply to?

The additional funding applies to funding opportunities that support trainees (students, postdoctoral fellows) and research support personnel. The full list is available on NSERC’s webpage. Eligible grants are those that were active on April 1, 2020 and that were not already in a time extension period.

Will research grant offices be made aware of which grants will be considered for the supplements?

Research grant offices (RGOs) will be contacted in the coming weeks to be made aware of which grants will be considered for the supplement. Once the supplements have been approved, they will also receive confirmation of payments through the GSAP secure site.

What is the formula being used to determine the value of the supplement?

The value of the COVID-19 supplement will be commensurate with the average level of support provided to trainees and research support personnel for each agency over a three-month period. 
What provisions is NSERC considering vis-à-vis possible lack of partner (mainly private sector) engagement given the COVID-19 situation?
At this time, we have not made explicit policy changes with respect to private sector engagement due to COVID. However, we are paying close attention to the demand within Alliance and signals from the central government in this regard. Since January, we have seen a threefold increase in applications to the Alliance grants. There are valid concerns from some partners while other partners continue to be enthusiastic about embarking on partnerships with universities for research projects so we will continue to monitor the challenges faced by partner organizations.

For the Alliance COVID-19 special call, NSERC developed an online “matchmaking” tool to connect partner organizations and researchers on specific project/challenge ideas. This is a very useful tool. Are there plans to make this a permanent, beyond-COVID-19 tool, for all Alliance grants? 

Yes, we do intend to implement a more comprehensive tool that would span all subject matter areas and serve to build linkages with partner organizations and academia (universities & colleges). We are in the early stages of planning and building such a tool. We hope to roll it out later this year.
Does NSERC have national-level stats on the Alliance grants uptake/success rates to date, and can this information be disseminated?

NSERC will make the data available via a dashboard/report card in the Fall. There has been a delay in disseminating this information because of resources being allocated to deliver new COVID-19 related initiatives. In the Fall, we will also have enough data to make our reporting more meaningful. 

For Alliance grants, will the option 2 PIVP multidisciplinary selection committee composition be announced, and when will option 2 full funding range be available?

The committee membership will be posted with the list of evaluation groups and selection committees during its next scheduled refresh. Option 2 is currently in an initial phase that allows us to work more closely with the selection committee and the community to define this novel approach. We will have an update on what we've learned from the initial phase in the Fall.

Partners can partake in max two option 2 Alliance applications over a 12-month period, and the limit applies across the organization—for large organizations with multiple divisions it may be difficult to track that limit. Can a “live” list of organizations that apply to option 2 be made available?

Under the Access to Information and Privacy guidelines, applications are considered personal information until an award is made, meaning NSERC cannot share that information while applications are in development or under evaluation. Partner organizations must manage their own participation according to the practices that work best for them.
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