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Introduction 
This Panel Report is an overview and analysis of the 2014 National Program (NP) 106 
Aquaculture Panel Review. The project plans reviewed by these panels were applicable to the 
mission of the National Program to “conduct high quality, relevant, fundamental, and applied 
aquaculture research, to improve the systems for raising domesticated aquaculture species, and 
to transfer technology to enhance the productivity and efficiency of U.S. producers and the 
quality of seafood and other aquatic animal products.” 
 
Candidates to chair each panel were recommended by the National Program Leader (NPL), Dr. 
Jeffrey Silverstein, vetted by the Office of Scientific Quality Review (OSQR). Dr. Michael A. 
Grusak, Scientific Quality Review Officer (SQRO), approved a Chair for four of the six panels.  
Panels 5 and 6 consisted of a single plan for which written reviews were solicited and a 
composite review was prepared under Dr. Grusak’s guidance (Table 1). 
 
Table 1. Aquaculture Panels with the date of the initial review meeting where all plans before the panel were discussed and 
rated, the number of panelists appointed to the panel, and the number of projects reviewed by each panel. 

Panel Panel Chair Panel 
Meeting 

Date 

Number 
of 

Panelists 

Number of 
Projects 

Reviewed 
Panel 1: Production Systems Dr. James H. Tidwell, Professor & Chair, 

Division of Aquaculture, Kentucky State 
University, Frankfort, KY 

September 
30, 2014 

3 3 

Panel 2: Production, Genetics Dr. Steven B. Roberts, Assistant Professor, 
School of Aquatic & Fishery Sciences, 
University of Washington, Seattle, WA 

September 
17, 2014 

3 3 

Panel 3: Genetics, Feed, & 
Production 

Dr. Steven G. Hughes,  Director & Associate 
Professor, Aquatic Research & Education 
Center, Cheyney University of Pennsylvania, 
Cheyney, PA 

December 
15, 2014 

3 3 

Panel 4: Health Dr. Jill B. Rolland, Center Director, U.S. 
Department of the Interior, U.S. Geological 
Survey, North West Region, Seattle, WA 

October 6, 
2014 

5 5 

Panel 5: Product Quality 
Development 

Dr. Michael A. Grusak, SQRO N/A 4 1 

Panel 6: Ecology and Habitat 
Utilization 

Dr. Michael A. Grusak, SQRO N/A 4 1 

 

Panel Review Results 
Following panel review, OSQR sends each Area Director a document that contains the consensus 
recommendations for each plan from their Area. This may include recommendations for revision 
of the plan to which researchers are required to respond in writing and, as appropriate, revise 
their written plans. 
 
In addition, as part of their discussion, panelists provide a judgment of the overall quality of the 
plan, expressed in terms of the degree of revision that may be required. This judgment is termed 
an “Action Class.” Each reviewer is asked to provide an Action Class rating for each plan. 
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OSQR assigns a numerical equivalent to each Action Class rating, and then averages these to 
arrive at an overall Action Class Score for the plan. 
 
The Action Classes and their Numerical Equivalent are defined below. 
 
Average Score 7.0-8.0  No Revision Required (Numerical Equivalent: 8). An excellent  

plan; no revision is required, but minor changes to the project plan 
may be suggested. 

 
Average Score 5.1-6.9 Minor Revision Required (Numerical Equivalent: 6). The  

project plan is feasible as written, requires only minor clarification 
or revision to increase quality to a higher level. 

 
Average Score 3.1-5.0 Moderate Revision Required (Numerical Equivalent: 4). The 

project plan is basically feasible, but requires changes or revision 
to the work on one or more objectives, perhaps involving alteration 
of the experimental approaches in order to increase quality to a 
higher level and may need some rewriting for greater clarity. 

 
Average Score 1.1-3.0 Major Revision Required (Numerical Equivalent: 2). There 

are significant flaws in the experimental design and/or approach or 
lack of clarity which hampers understanding. Significant revision 
is needed. 

 
Average Score 0-1.0  Not Feasible (Numerical Equivalent: 0). The project plan, as 

presented, has major scientific or technical flaws. Deficiencies 
exist in experimental design, methods, presentation, or expertises 
which make it unlikely to succeed. 

 
For plans receiving one of the first three Action Classes (No Revision, Minor Revision, or 
Moderate Revision) scientists respond in writing to panel comments in the consensus 
recommendation document, revise their project plan as appropriate, and submit the revised plan 
and responses to OSQR through their Area Office. These are reviewed by the SQRO and, once 
he/she is satisfied that all review concerns have been satisfactorily addressed, the project plan is 
certified and may be implemented. Certification is not guaranteed, but is contingent upon 
satisfactorily addressing panel comments and recommendations. Plans have not “passed” review 
until receiving the Officer’s certification. 
 
When the Action Class is Major Revision or Not Feasible, responses and revised plans are 
provided as above, but must then be re-reviewed by the panel, which provides a second set of 
Consensus Recommendations and Action Class. If the re-review Action Class is No Revision, 
Minor Revision or Moderate Revision the project plan may be implemented after receipt of a 
satisfactory response and Officer certification as described above. Plans receiving Major 
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Revision or Not Feasible scores at this point fail review (The Action Class and consensus 
comments are provided to the Area but there is no further option for revision). Such plans are 
terminated, reassigned, or restructured at the discretion of the Area and Office of National 
Programs. On occasion, it is elected not to further revise plans that have received a low score on 
initial review. In such cases these are treated as having not successfully completed (i.e., failed) 
review, they cannot be certified, and appropriate action becomes the responsibility of the NPL 
and Area leadership. 
 

NP 106 Program Overview 
At the end of each panel meeting, the reviewers are asked to provide general comments or 
recommendations on the process. In addition, Panel Chairs provide a written statement on the 
review process and research plans. Below is a summary of those comments for the NP 106 
review. 
 
The panelists were impressed with the interactions and range of research activities and research 
collaborations in ARS programs. They felt that the Aquaculture program in ARS is leveraging 
resources and collaborations to overcome space/research constraints, which shows good 
creativity in this regard.   
 
In the current review cycle for the Aquaculture review, one plan failed initial review but passed 
on re-review (Table 2). Table 3 shows the proportion of initial and final scores for all three 
cycles of the Aquaculture review.  The first cycle had the highest average initial score (5.59; 
Minor) followed by the third cycle (5.45; Minor) and lastly the second cycle (4.57; Moderate). In 
the final review, the first cycle again had the highest average final score (5.83; Minor), followed 
by the third cycle (5.69; Minor) and second cycle (4.67; Moderate). 
 
Figure 1 shows that the size of the panel does not have an influence on the initial review score. 
Similar to Figure 1, Figure 2 includes the data for all the plans reviewed in the current third cycle 
and again shows that the size of the panel does not have an influence on the initial review score. 
 
Figure 3 shows there is no influence of overall scientific effort (scientific year, SY) on initial 
review for the plans in the current NP 106 Aquaculture Panel Review. Figure 4 confirms this 
observation by including all the data for the current review cycle. 
 
There was no apparent influence of actual number of scientists on the initial review score for the 
current NP 106 Aquaculture Panel Review (Figure 5) and Figure 6 provides similar data. 
 
Figure 7 compares the initial review scores for the first, second and third cycles of the NP 106 
Aquaculture Panels. The second cycle had the higher number of plans receiving a major revision 
score (3) compared to the first (1) and third (1) cycles. In the final review, the second cycle also 
had two plans that failed review (Figure 8).  
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Table 2. Proportion of initial and final scores for the third (2014) cycle expressed as percentage of all reviewed and the average 
initial numerical score for the NP 106 Aquaculture Panels. Note that for plans receiving No Revision, Minor Revision, or 
Moderate Revision, a second score is not received from the Panel so the initial score is recorded as the final score. Number of 
projects in parentheses. 

Third Cycle, 
2014 

Initial Review Final Review 

 No 
Revision 

Minor 
Revision 

Moderate 
Revision 

Major 
Revision 

Not 
Feasible 

Avg 
Initial 
Score 

No 
Revision 

Minor 
Revision 

Moderate 
Revision 

Major 
Revision 

Not 
Feasible 

Avg 
Final 
Score 

Panel 1: 
Production 
Systems (3) 

0.0% 33.3% 66.7% 0.0% 0.0% 5.11 0.0% 33.3% 66.7% 0.0% 0.0% 5.11 

Panel 2: 
Production, 
Genetics (3) 

0.0% 66.7% 33.3% 0.0% 0.0% 5.83 0.0% 66.7% 33.3% 0.0% 0.0% 5.83 

Panel 3: 
Genetics, 
Feed & 
Production 
(3) 

33.3% 0.0% 66.7% 0.0% 0.0% 5.78 33.3% 0.0% 66.7% 0.0% 0.0% 5.78 

Panel 4: 
Health (5) 

0.0% 60.0% 20.0% 20.0% 0.0% 5.31 0.0% 80.0% 20.0% 0.0% 0.0% 6.07 

Panel 5: 
Product 
Quality 
Development 
(1) 

0.0% 100.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 6.5 0.0% 100.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 6.5 

Panel 6: 
Ecology & 
Habitat 
Utilization (1) 

0.0% 0.0% 100.0% 0.0% 0.0% 4 0.0% 100.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 4 

NP 106, All 5.6% 43.3% 47.8% 3.3% 0.0% 5.45 5.6% 63.3% 31.1% 0.0% 0.0% 5.69 

 

Table 3. Proportion of initial and final scores for all cycles expressed as percentage of all reviewed and the average initial 
numerical score for the NP 106 Aquaculture Panels. See note above regarding No, Minor, and Moderate initial scores. Number 
of projects in parentheses. 

  Initial Review Final Review 

 No 
Revision 

Minor 
Revision 

Moderate 
Revision 

Major 
Revision 

Not 
Feasible 

Avg 
Initial 
Score 

No 
Revision 

Minor 
Revision 

Moderate 
Revision 

Major 
Revision 

Not 
Feasible 

Avg 
Final 
Score 

First 
Cycle 
(25) 

12.0% 56.0% 28.0% 4.0% 0.0% 5.59 16.0% 56.0% 28.0% 0.0% 0.0% 5.83 

Second 
Cycle 
(24) 

4.3% 33.3% 50.0% 12.5% 0.0% 4.57 4.2% 33.3% 54.2% 8.3% 0.0% 4.67 

Third 
Cycle 
(16) 

6.3% 43.8% 43.8% 6.3% 0.0% 5.45 6.3% 50.0% 43.8% 0.0% 0.0% 5.69 
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Figure 1. Influence of the number of reviewers (Panel Size) on the averaged numerical outcome (Score) received on the first 
review for the 16 plans in the current NP 106 Aquaculture review. 

 
 
 

Figure 2. Similar to Figure 1 but data for all plans reviewed by panels in the current review cycle, with individual reviewer scores 
plotted in the figure.   
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Figure 3. Influence of the Scientific Time (SY) on the averaged numerical outcome (score) received on the first review of the 16 
plans in the current NP 106 Aquaculture review. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4. Similar to Figure 3 but for all plans reviewed in the current review cycle.  
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Figure 5. Influence of the actual number of scientists on a plan on the averaged numerical outcome (Score) received in the 
current cycle of the NP 106 Aquaculture review. 

 
 

 

 

Figure 6. Similar to Figure 5 but for all plans in the current review cycle. 
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Figure 7. Percentage distribution of initial review scores for the first (2004), second (2009) and third (2014) cycles for the NP 106 
Aquaculture Panels (5.59; 4.57; 5.45, average composite scores, respectively). The number of plans reviewed by each cycle is in 
parentheses. Number over columns is the number of plans receiving that score. 

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 8. Percentage distribution of final review scores for the first (2004), second (2009) and third (2014) cycles for the NP 106 
Aquaculture Panels (5.83; 4.67; 5.69, average composite scores, respectively). The number of plans reviewed by each cycle is in 
parentheses. Number over columns is the number of plans receiving that score. 
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Panel Characteristics 
ARS places responsibility for panel member selection primarily on external and independent 
Panel Chairs. ARS scientists, managers and the Office of National Programs may recommend 
panelists but the Panel Chair is under no obligation to use these recommendations. However, the 
SQRO does review and approve the Panel Chair’s panel member selections and may ask for 
alterations or additions. Several factors such as qualifications, diversity, and availability play a 
role in who is selected for an ARS peer review panel. The six panels were composed of 
nationally and internationally recognized experts to review 16 projects primarily coded to the 
Aquaculture Program (see Table 1, page 2). The information and charts below provide key 
characteristics of the Aquaculture Panels. This information should be read in conjunction with 
the Panel Chair Statements. 
 
Affiliations 
Peer reviewers are affiliated with several types of institutions, especially universities, but also 
special interest groups and industry. In some cases, peer reviewers have recently retired but are 
active as consultants, scientific editorial board members, and are members of professional 
societies. Table 4 shows the faculty rank of panelists affiliated with universities and the type of 
institutions with which the Aquaculture panel members were affiliated at the time of review. 
 
Table 4. Faculty Rank of Panelists Affiliated with Universities and Other Affiliations Represented on the Panels. Number of 
panelists in parentheses. 

Panel Professor Associate 
Professor 

Assistant 
Professor 

Government Industry & 
Industry 

Organizations 

Other 

Panel 1: Production Systems 
(4) 

4      

Panel 2: Production, Genetics  
(4) 

1  1 1 1  

Panel 3: Genetics, Feed, and 
Production (4) 

      

Panel 4: Health (6) 4   2   
Panel 5: Product Quality 
Development (4) 

2 1 1    

Panel 6: Ecology and Habitat 
Utilization (4) 

2  1  1  

 
Accomplishments 
The peer review process is intended to be rigorous and objective, striving for the highest possible 
scientific credibility. In general, panelists are expected to hold a PhD unless the norm for their 
discipline tends to not require doctorate level education to achieve the highest recognition and 
qualification (e.g., engineers and modeling specialists). Panelists are also judged by their most 
recent professional accomplishments (e.g. awards and publications completed in the last five 
years). Finally, the panelists who are currently performing or leading research to address a 
problem similar to those addressed in the National Program are preferred. Table 5 describes their 
characteristics in the Aquaculture Panels. 
 



11 

 

Table 5. The Panels’ Recent Accomplishments. Number of panelists in parentheses. 
Panel Published 

Articles 
Recently 

Received Recent 
Professional 

Awards 

Having 
Review 

Experience 

Currently 
Performing 
Research 

Panel 1: Production Systems (4) 4 4 4 4 
Panel 2: Production, Genetics  (4) 4 3 4 4 
Panel 3: Genetics, Feed, and Production (4) 4 1 4 4 
Panel 4: Health (6) 6 6 6 5 
Panel 5: Product Quality Development (4) 4 4 4 4 
Panel 6: Ecology and Habitat Utilization (4) 4 3 4 4 

 
Current and Previous ARS Employment 
The Research Title of the 1995 Farm Bill, 105-585, mandated ARS’s requirements for the peer 
review of ARS research projects, such that: 1) panel peer reviews of each research project were 
mandated at least every five years and 2) the majority of peer reviewers must be external (non-
ARS) scientists. Table 6 shows that none of the peer reviewers were currently or formerly 
employed by ARS. 
 
Table 6.  Affiliations with ARS. Number of panelists in parentheses. 

Panel Currently 
Employed by 

ARS 

Formerly 
Employed by ARS 

Panel 1: Production Systems (4) 0 0 
Panel 2: Production, Genetics  (4) 0 0 
Panel 3: Genetics, Feed, and Production (4) 0 0 
Panel 4: Health (6) 0 0 
Pane 5: Product Quality Development (4) 0 0 
Panel 6: Ecology and Habitat Utilization (4) 0 0 
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Aquaculture Panel Chairs 
 

James H. Tidwell, Ph.D. 
 
Panel 1: Production Systems (2014) 
 
Professor and Chair, Division of Aquaculture, Kentucky State 
University, Frankfort, Kentucky 
 
Education: B.S. University of Alabama; M.S. Samford University; 
Ph.D. Mississippi State University 
 
Dr. Tidwell’s research interests are aquaculture, alternative 
production systems, alternative species and feeds. 
 
 
 
 
 
Steven B. Roberts, Ph.D. 
 
Panel 2: Production Genetics (2014) 
 
Assistant Professor, School of Aquatic and Fishery Sciences, 
University of Washington, Seattle, Washington 
 
Education: B.S. North Carolina State University; Ph.D.  University 
of Notre Dame 
 
Dr. Roberts’ research interests include genomics and physiology. 
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    Steven G. Hughes, Ph.D. 
 

Panel 3: Genetics, Feed and Production (2014) 
 
Director and Associate Professor, Aquatic Research & Education 
Center, Cheyney University of Pennsylvania, Cheyney, 
Pennsylvania 
 
Education: B.S. University of Notre Dame; M.S. & Ph.D. Cornell 
University 
 
Dr. Hughes research interests include fish physiology, fish 
nutrition, recirculating aquaculture systems and fish feeding 
behavior. 

 
 
 
    Jill B. Rolland, Ph.D. 
 

Panel 4: Health (2014) 
 
Center Director, U.S. Department of the Interior, U.S. Geological 
Survey, Northwest Region, Seattle, Washington 
 
Education: B.S. University of Washington; M.S. & Ph.D. 
University of Bergen, Norway 
 
Dr. Rolland’s research interests are aquatic ecology and animal 
health. 
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Panel Chair Statements 
All Panel Chairs are requested to turn in a statement that describes how their Panel was 
conducted and to possibly provide comments on the review process that might not otherwise be 
found in the individual research project plan reviews. Panel Chairs are given some guidelines for 
writing their statements, but are nevertheless free to discuss what they believe is important for 
broad audiences. 
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Projects Reviewed by the Aquaculture Panels (listed by Lead Scientist) 
 
North Atlantic Area 
 
 Yniv Palti 

Integrated Research Approaches for Improving Production Efficiency in 
Salmonids 

 
Steven Summerfelt 

Developing and Refining Technologies for Sustainable Fish Growth in Closed 
Containment Systems 
 

 Gregory Wiens 
Integrated Research to Improve On-Farm Animal Health in Salmonid 
Aquaculture 

 
 William Wolters 

Genetic Improvement of Marine Fish and Shellfish 
 
Mid South Area 
 

Peter Bechtel 
Improving the Product Value of Catfish 

 
 Benjamin LaFrentz 

Pathogen Characterization, Host Immune Response and Development of 
Strategies to Reduce Losses to Disease in Aquaculture 
 

Brian Peterson 
Health Management, Disease Prevention and Control Strategies in Catfish 
Aquaculture 

 
 Brian Peterson 

Improving Catfish Health and Production Performance 
 
 Kevin Schrader 

Development of Management Strategies to Mitigate Pre-Harvest Microbial-
Derived Off-Flavors in Fish Grown in Aquaculture 

 
 Eugene “Les” Torrans 

Evaluating Nutritional Requirements, Identifying Alternative Ingredients and 
Improving the Production Environment for Hybrid and Channel Catfish 
Production 
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 Eugene “Les” Torrans 
Water Quality and Production Systems to Enhance Production of Catfish 

 
Geoffrey Waldbieser 

Genetics, Breeding and Reproductive Physiology to Enhance Production of 
Catfish 

 
Pacific West Area 
 

Frederic Barrows 
Integrating the Development of New Feed Ingredients and Functionality and 
Genetic Improvement to Enhance Sustainable Production of Rainbow Trout 

 
 Brett Dumbauld 

Developing Methods to Improve Survival and Maximize Productivity and 
Sustainability of Pacific Shellfish Aquaculture 

 
Southern Plains Area 
 
 Benjamin Beck 

The Role of Mucosal Surfaces and Microflora in Immunity and Disease 
Prevention 

 
Bartholomew Green 

Developing Nutritional, Genetic and Management Strategies to Enhance 
Warmwater Finfish Production 
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Office of Scientific Quality Review 
The Office of Scientific Quality Review manages and implements the ARS peer review system 
for research projects, including peer review policies, processes and procedures. OSQR centrally 
coordinates and conducts panel peer reviews for project plans with ARS’ National Program 
every five years. 
 
OSQR sets the schedule of National Program Review sessions. The OSQR Team is responsible 
for: 

 Panel organization and composition (number of panels and the scientific disciplines 
needed) 

 Distribution of project plans 
 Reviewer instruction and panel orientation 
 The distribution of review results in ARS 
 Notification to panelists of the Agency response to review recommendations 
 Ad hoc or re-review of the project plan 

 
Contact 
Send all questions or comments about this Report to: 
Christina Woods, Program Analyst 
USDA, ARS, OSQR 
5601 Sunnyside Avenue 
Beltsville, Maryland 20705-5142 
osqr@ars.usda.gov 
301-504-3282 (voice); 301-504-1251 (fax) 
 


