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Policies and Procedures Committee

Subject:
Review of the Proposed Research Data and Tangible Research Property Policies

Our committee has completed its review of the proposed policies for the “protection” of research data and tangible research property.  Five of the P&P Committee members have provided input to the review.

Overall, our feeling is that while these drafts are comprehensive, they are too bureaucratic in nature and are the types of documents that typical researchers are not likely to read carefully. They are far too long and convoluted.  One has to study them carefully to determine what explicit responsibilities and required actions are being placed on PI’s.  We have a very serious concern that the policies are not scaleable.  Should we expect PI’s involved in smaller research projects to have the same attention to these policies that large-scale experimentally intensive research programs would have?

There are three ways that the policies could be vastly improved in terms of the utility and ultimate effectiveness for both principal investigators and the university:

1. There should be an up front screening process/criteria whereby one can determine the degree of importance that these policies may have with respect to a specific project.  The CRO should oversee this screening process and in those cases where the these policies are to be closely followed, the research funding authorization should require the submission of specific data and property plans that assure that the PI’s understand and have addressed their responsibilities.  Otherwise, the policies are at best ad hoc and yet another ill-defined PI responsibility.

2. Wherever the policies call for specific action, they should also include how the action should be pursued and what offices are the points of contact.  For example, on page 3 of the TRP document under item a2, it is stipulated that distribution of University owned software for research purposes must be coordinated through the CRO and UTRF under certain conditions.  How does a PI know where and with whom to do such coordination if it is determined that one of the three conditions is applicable?  Given the under-staffed nature of the CRO and the uncertainty of the UTRF, can be handled in a timely manner?

3. Add flow charts, or diagrams, that depict how PI’s should interact with and satisfy these policies. Graphics would allow PI’s to much more quickly assess how to address the policies.

There are several specific comments that were generated during our review that may be useful:

1. The Data policy stipulates that the PI must produce defensible laboratory notebooks.  Sometimes formal lab notebooks are not used at all.  And, what is defensible?

2. The Data policy stipulates data must be efficiently and effectively retrievable by almost anyone, and that formal data plans maybe required.  This is far too open ended. Mechanisms to meet these requirements must be formally included and funded from the outset begging the question “Under which projects are they necessary and which are they not?”

3. The policy stipulates that systems should be provided to assure that data is not lost in the event of a natural disaster.  This implies automated redundant back up system capabilities that are complex and expensive.  Again, when would this really be necessary?  How is a specific PI to know?  The stipulations regarding long-term data retention are also in the same category of concern.

These policies are filled with across-the-board requirements that we do not think are practical.  If funding agencies want these types of requirements, then they should stipulate them in their contracts.  The draft policies do much better job of covering the University’s broad interests than they do in assisting and protecting PIs who do the research.  We do not believe that policies should be promoted unless they are clearly beneficial and implement-able.  We have serious doubts about both of these.  If you are interested, I would be willing to work with a staff person from CRO in revising these policies to reflect our observations and recommendations.

