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Dear Members of the Ocean Drilling Community,  

I thank you for the many letters of support for the Integrated Ocean Drilling Program (IODP) we received 
from students, post-docs, faculty, and research scientists from the U.S. and across the globe.  We at NSF 
agree with your collective voices about the tremendous advances in knowledge of earth history and 
processes that scientific ocean drilling has achieved over more than 40 years of operation.  We understand 
that ocean drilling is the only way to acquire such knowledge.  We are gratified to read each of your 
individual perspectives on how much this program means to your career and to the progress of science.  
We expect nothing less from the program investments we make at NSF.  Your letters assure us that our 
investment in scientific ocean drilling has been wise.  Such successes lay a strong foundation as we 
consider IODP for renewal beyond the current 10-year program that ends in 2013.  

NSF shares your frustration over the need to reduce the JOIDES Resolution (JR) schedule to 6 months of 
operation in Fiscal Year (FY) 2012. This circumstance does not reflect a decline in NSF’s support for 
scientific ocean drilling which remains strong despite a ~1% cut in the overall FY 2011 budget for NSF.   
However, the reasons for the projected reduction in drilling time are longstanding and complex, involving 
much more than the current national economic crisis or the increased cost of fuel.  Below I provide a “big 
picture” view of the overall investment by NSF in IODP. I explain the causes of the reduced JR schedule 
in FY 2012 and outline some steps being taken by OCE in hopes of alleviating the situation.   

In the seven-year period from the beginning of IODP in FY 2004 to the end of FY 2010, NSF expended 
$517.4 million in ocean drilling including the JR retrofit ($115M), stimulus funds ($25M), and annual 
operating funds ($377.4M).  Expenditures in FY 2011-2013 will likely bring the entire investment in the 
10 year program to well over $700 million.  While this is less than some may have hoped for when 
program was authorized by the National Science Board (NSB), it still represents a very substantial 
investment.  It is important to understand that NSB approval is an authorization to expend funds, not an 
appropriation.  Back in the early years of the previous decade when NSF’s overall budget was growing 
rapidly, ramping up the IODP/NSF budget to a much higher level seemed plausible.  Unfortunately, 
world events since then have dramatically altered the economic landscape in which we now operate and 
that goal may no longer be attainable.   

Another way to view NSF’s support for ocean drilling is to compare our investment in IODP relative to 
other programs.  The budget for IODP resides entirely within the Division of Ocean Sciences (OCE).  In 
FY 2010, IODP expenditures totaled $63.4M representing 18% of the total OCE budget ($349.9M) 
making it by far the largest single program in the division.  By comparison, in FY10 the budget of the 
Marine Geology and Geophysics core science program stood at $28.4M, less than half (45%) of the IODP 
budget.  From FY 2004 to FY 2010, the total OCE budget increased from about $320M to $350M or 
9.4% while at the same time the IODP budget increased by 25%.  Other OCE programs saw much lower 
proportional increases.  For example, our investment in core science programs in the Ocean Section 
(Biological, Chemical, and Physical Oceanography Programs) increased by 11.1%, the Marine Geology 
and Geophysics Program declined by 3.4%, and expenditures on the academic research fleet remained 



 

 

essentially flat (0.0%).  Hence, since FY 2004, IODP has been treated far more favorably than any other 
program in OCE.  Given a flat budget in FY 2011, and increased fuel costs affecting not only IODP but 
also the entire academic research fleet, any additional increase in the IODP budget would have to come at 
the expense of other programs in OCE.  

If the IODP budget has been increasing, why is our ability to keep the JR at sea declining now? First and 
foremost are the costs of fuel which have skyrocketed over the last few years.  Second, IODP operating 
costs over the last few years have been subsidized by $25M in one-time stimulus funds received in 2009.  
Those extra funds are what enabled 8 months of operation since the JR left the shipyard but now are 
nearly exhausted.  Third, cost overruns during the retrofit of the JR were temporarily financed by the 
vessel owner.  Those additional costs were amortized by adding them to the cost of the lease at a rate of 
$5M per year.  That excess cost directly reduces funds available for expeditions.  The good news is those 
added costs will be fully paid off by the end of FY 2013.   

NSF recognizes and understands the stress to the IODP program caused by a reduction to a 6 month 
drilling schedule.  We are taking actions to alleviate the situation.  We are allowing the US Implementing 
Organization (USIO) to try to schedule an industry-funded expedition in the near future.  Doing so would 
have three major benefits. First, it would remove NSF-funded day-rate costs during the period that the JR 
was used by an industry organization.  Those saved funds could be applied elsewhere.  Second, it would 
enhance staff retention by enabling at least some of the crew to have more days at sea at no cost to NSF.  
Third, it would set the stage for a viable business plan in a proposed renewal of the program. In addition, 
discussions with international partners about future expedition scheduling are currently underway.  

Our record shows that among its many ocean science priorities, OCE has provided strong support for 
ocean drilling science.  Our regard for the value of ocean drilling remains high while recognizing that 
other areas of ocean science also deserve increased support.  We look forward to the release of the new 
Science Plan and the findings of the National Research Council (NRC) review of ocean drilling science. 
Using these reports and others (e.g., the update of the Ocean Research Priorities Plan due this summer; 
the just-released NRC study on future ocean science infrastructure needs) a new subcommittee of the 
Advisory Committee for Geosciences will provide guidance to NSF on balancing the scale of future 
investment in ocean drilling as we contemplate the potential renewal of the drilling program in a time of 
federal budget uncertainty.   

The NSF relies heavily on input from the academic community in making decisions. We really appreciate 
hearing from the community about the value of the programs we support. Thank you again for sharing 
with us your views about the importance of ocean drilling science.  

Regards,  

 
David O. Conover, Director 
Division of Ocean Sciences 


