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Panel Outcome Report FY 2023 Plant Genetic Resources, 

 Genomics and Genetic Improvement (NP 301) 

 
This Panel Outcome Report is a summary of the Plant Genetic Resources, Genomics and Genetic Improvement (NP 301) 

Office of Scientific Quality Review (OSQR) Project Plan Peer Review (PPPR) Process held from August 2022 – July 2023. 

 
The mission of this National Program is to safeguard and utilize plant genetic resources (genetic raw material), associated 

genetic and genomic databases, and bioinformatic tools to ensure an abundant, safe, and inexpensive supply of food, 

feed, fiber, ornamentals, and industrial products for the United States and other nations.   

 
This panel outcome report is intended to inform the Office of National Programs (ONP) and each Area of research 
(research scientist or SY) progress as it relates to the NP 301. Data tables display outcome of scoring by Areas, Panels 
and overall program. 
 
Selected chairs (Table 1) were in part, recommended by National Program Leaders (NPLs) from NP 301 and/or previous 
OSQR service; others were sought out based on their nationally recognized expertise by the OSQR Director. They were 
examined for suitability to lead a panel review, screened for conflicts of interest (COI) and finally concurred upon by the 
appropriate Scientific Quality Review Officer (SQRO). 
 

Table 1. Panels reviewed for the Plant Genetic Resources, Genomics and Genetic Improvement  

Panel Panel Chair Panel Meeting 
(Re-Review) 

Number of 
Panelists 

Number of 
Projects 

301A NPGS Super Panel-Genebanks 
1a. Genetic Resource Management Technology and 
Microbes 

Dr. Axel Diederichsen 1/31/23 7 5 

301A NPGS Super Panel-Genebanks 
1b. Seed, Multiple Crops 

Dr. Axel Diederichsen 2/2/23 7 6 

301A NPGS Super Panel-Genebanks 
1c. Seed, Focus on Specific Crops 

Dr. Axel Diederichsen 3/7/23 6 5 

301A NPGS Super Panel-Genebanks 
1d. Clonal, Tropical/Subtropical 

Dr. Axel Diederichsen 3/2/23  
(9/12/23) 

7 6 

301A NPGS Super Panel-Genebanks 
1e. Clonal, Temperature 

Dr. Axel Diederichsen 1/24/23 5 4 

301A Panel 2. Plants, Environment, and Genetic 
Assessment 

Dr. Jonathan Lynch 11/15/22 5 4 

301B Panel 3a. Molecular Physiology and 
Development 

Dr. Peggy Ozias-Akins 1/26/23 6 5 

301B Panel 5a. Fruits and Nuts Dr. Fernando Alferez 2/7/23 5 4 

301B Panel 5b. Berries Dr. Zhanao Deng 3/3/23 5 4 

301B Panel 6. Sugarbeets Dr. Shaobin Zhong 4/3/23  
(7/13/23) 

6 5 

301B Panel 7. Potatoes Dr. Gregg Pettis 2/6/23  
(6/21/23) 

5 4 

301B Panel 12b. Oilseeds: Physiology/Biochemistry Dr. Madan 
Bhattacharyya 

3/28/23 5 4 

 
 
 
 
 



  

Table 1. Panels reviewed for the Plant Genetic Resources, Genomics and Genetic Improvement  
Panel Panel Chair Panel Meeting 

(Re-Review) 
Number of 
Panelists 

Number of 
Projects 

301C Panel 3b. Plant Metabolism and Pathways Dr. M.A. Saghai 
Maroof 

5/24/23 4 3 

301C Super Panel 
4a. Grains, Maize Sorghum Breeding 

Dr. Li Tian 6/7/23 6 5 

301C Super Panel 
4b1. Small Grains Breeding 

Dr. Li Tian 5/30/23 4 3 

301C Super Panel 
4b2. Small Grains Breeding 

Dr. Li Tian 6/14/23 5 4 

301C Super Panel  
4c. Maize and Sorghum Genomics 

Dr. Li Tian 5/2/23 6 5 

301C Super Panel  
4d. Small Grains, Genomics 

Dr. Li Tian 6/29/23 5 4 

301C Panel 8. Beans Dr. Thomas Michaels 7/12/23 5 5 

301C Panel 9. Vegetables (Various) Dr. Dilip Panthee 2/6/23 4 3 

301C Panel 10a. Grapes and Hops Dr. Bhaskar Bondada 7/11/23 4 3 

301C Panel 10b. Tropical Fruit Dr. Fernando Miguel 6/30/23 4 3 

301C Panel 11. Cotton Dr. Jinesh D.Patel 5/23/23 6 5 

301C Panel 12a. Oilseeds, Genetic Improvement Dr. Jianxin Ma 7/24/23 
(11/28/23) 

8 7 

301C Panel 13. Ornamentals and Sugarcane Dr. Heqiang Huo 6/13/23 6 5 

301C Panel 14. Genome Databases Dr. Erich Grotewold 3/10/23 
(6/28/23) 

6 5 

301C Panel 15. Biotechnology Dr. Bing Yang 4/25/23 
(9/25/23) 

7 6 

 
Review Process 
Following panel review for each plan, OSQR with SQRO concurrence, sends each Area Director a panel consensus 
recommendation document. 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 accordance with guidelines as detailed in 
the OSQR Handbook (see www.ars.usda.gov/osqr). 
 

In addition, as part of the panel deliberation, a scoring of the overall quality of the plan is judged based on the degree of 
revision the panel deems is required. This scoring is termed an “Action Class.” Each reviewer is asked to anonymously 
provide an Action Class rating for each plan. 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 Class is defined as follows: 
 

No Revision Required. An excellent plan; no revision is required, but minor changes to the project plan may be 

suggested.1 
 

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

____________________ 
¹While a No Revision action class would imply that change to the plan is not required, where the panel requests specific additions to the plan, if accepted, these 

should be incorporated into the updated plan. 

http://www.ars.usda.gov/osqr


  

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

Passed Reviews: 
For project plans receiving one of the above three action class scores (no revision, minor revision or moderate revision), 
scientists are required to respond, in writing, to address all panel comments in the consensus recommendation 
document; revise their project plan as appropriate; and submit the revised plan and responses to the OSQR through 
their Area Office. Both the updated plan and the recommendations’ form are reviewed by the SQRO and, once they are 
satisfied that all review concerns have been satisfactorily addressed, the project plan is certified, the area office is 
notified, and the project plan may be implemented. 
 
Certification: 
Certification is contingent upon making a good faith effort to satisfactorily address panel comments and 
recommendations. A plan has not “passed” the OSQR PPPR process until the SQRO’s certification is delivered to the Area 
Office. 
 

Major revision required. There are significant flaws in the experimental design and/or approach or lack of clarity 
which hampers understanding. Significant revision is needed. 
 
Not Feasible. The project plan, as presented, has major scientific or technical flaws. Deficiencies exist in 
experimental design, methods, presentation, or expertise which make it unlikely to succeed.  

 

Failed Review: 
For plans receiving an Action Class score of Major Revision or Not Feasible, scientists are required to address, in writing, 
all panel comments in the consensus recommendation document; revise their project plan as appropriate; and submit the 
revised plan and responses to the OSQR through their Area Office. This plan MUST undergo a Re-Review by the initial 
deliberating panel, at which time a second set of consensus recommendations and second Action Class score are obtained. 
 
Per the Re-Review, if the plan receives an Action Class score of a No Revision, Minor Revision, or Moderate Revision, the 
project plan may be implemented after following the Passed Review section above. Plans receiving a second Major 
Revision, or Not Feasible score are considered failed reviews. The Action Class and Consensus Recommendations from 
the Re-Review are provided to the Area with NO further option for revision or review on that particular project plan as it 
has been submitted. 
 
Such plans may be terminated, reassigned, or restructured at the discretion of the Area  Office and  ONP. For plans 
receiving Major Revision, it may be elected not to further revise them and to end review with the plan not receiving 
certification (plan fails review). For those receiving a score of Not Feasible, Area and NPL approval are needed in order 
for the plan to be revised for re-review. Otherwise the plan will be considered to have failed review. Subsequent action 
with regard to the research and researchers is left to Area and ONP-NPL leadership. 
 
Review Outcomes 
Reviews can vary, but ultimately, depend on a combination of the panelists selected and the scientific writing 
capabilities of the team which wrote the project plan. The OSQR is responsible for assuring that each panel contains 
subject matter experts who provide knowledgeable, clear, rigorous, and fair assessments. Therefore, PPPR panels vary in 
their overall outcomes. 
 
Uniquely, the ability of an ARS research team to respond to panel recommendations/comments in order to revise and 
improve project plans is, perhaps, the greatest strength of the ARS PPPR process. 
 
 
 



  

At the conclusion of each PPPR deliberation, the chair and panel reviewers are asked to provide general statements or 
recommendations on the overall process as well as the general quality of the plans which underwent review. The Chair is 
specifically sought to provide a Panel Chair Statement which they feel focuses on the overall conduct of the review or 
any broad areas with regard to the research that they feel would benefit future researchers or the Agency as a whole. 
Copies of such statements for NP 301 can be found following this report. 
 
ARS uses the National Program Panel Outcomes Report as a measure of scientific progress and as a demonstration of 
overall program quality, how well researchers understand and address the needs of the expert panel reviewers. Initial 
review scores that are moderate or higher are recorded as such and will not be certified as having completed the PPPR 
until the SQRO has deemed that all reviewer concerns have been satisfactorily addressed. For failed reviews, the panel 
provides a re-review score, which is reported along with the initial review score. 

 
  Table 2. Initial and Re-review Scores for the Plant Genetic Resources, Genomics and Genetic Improvement  

Panel No 
revision 

Minor Moderate Major Not 
feasible 

Re-review 

301A NPGS Super Panel-Genebanks 
1a. Genetic Resource Management 
Technology and Microbes 

 2 3    

301A NPGS Super Panel-Genebanks 
1b. Seed, Multiple Crops 

1 3 2    

301A NPGS Super Panel-Genebanks 
1c. Seed, Focus on Specific Crops 

 5     

301A NPGS Super Panel-Genebanks 
1d. Clonal, Tropical/Subtropical 

1 3 1 1  Minor 

301A NPGS Super Panel-Genebanks 
1e. Clonal, Temperature 

 4     

301A Panel 2. Plants, Environment, 
and Genetic Assessment 

 2 2    

301B Panel 3a. Molecular Physiology 
and Development 

1 3 1    

301B Panel 5a. Fruits and Nuts 1 3     

301B Panel 5b. Berries  3 1    

301B Panel 6. Sugarbeets  1 2 2  No Revision (2) 

301B Panel 7. Potatoes 1 1 1 1  Moderate 
301B Panel 12b. Oilseeds: 
Physiology/Biochemistry 

 2 2    

301B Panel 3b. Plant Metabolism and 
Pathways 

 
2 

 
1 

    

301C Super Panel 
4a. Grains, Maize Sorghum Breeding 

  
5 

    

301C Super Panel 
4b1. Small Grains Breeding 

 2 1    

301C Super Panel 
4b2. Small Grains Breeding 

 3 1    

301C Super Panel  
4c. Maize and Sorghum Genomics 

 4 1    

301C Super Panel  
4d. Small Grains, Genomics 

1 3     

301C Panel 8. Beans  3 2    

 
 
 



  

  Table 2. Initial and Re-review Scores for the Plant Genetic Resources, Genomics and Genetic Improvement  
Panel No 

Revision 
Minor Moderate Major Not 

Feasible 
Re-Review 

301C Panel 9. Vegetables (Various) 2 1     

301C Panel 10a. Grapes and Hops  2 1    
301C Panel 10b. Tropical Fruit 2  1    

301C Panel 11. Cotton 1 3 1    

301C Panel 12a. Oilseeds, Genetic 
Improvement 

 2 4 1  Double Failure 

301C Panel 13. Ornamentals and 
Sugarcane 

1 2 2    

301C Panel 14. Genome Databases 2 2  1  No Revision 

301C Panel 15. Biotechnology 1 3 1 1  No Revision 

 
 

Table 3.  Area Scores for the Plant Genetic Resources, Genomics and Genetic Improvement  
            Area     No Revision          Minor       Moderate        Major Not Feasible 

MWA 4 13 6 2 0 

NEA 4 15 4 3 0 

PA 0 9 6 0 0 

PWA 4 16 5 1 0 

SEA 5 15 9 1 0 

 
 
Table 4. Overall Scores for the Plant Genetic Resources, Genomics and Genetic Improvement  

No Revision Minor Moderate Major Not Feasible 

17 68 30 7 0 

 
Overall Panel Characteristics: 
 
Panel Characteristics 
The OSQR PPPR relies heavily on expert panel member selection by the OSQR Director and SQRO selected 
Panel Chairs. ARS scientists, research leaders and ONP are encouraged to recommend panelists they 
understand to be free of any COIs. While the selected/seated Panel Chair is under no obligation to use Agency 
recommended panelists, the SQRO must review and approve the Chair’s panelist selections and may ask for 
substitutions or provide additional experts for consideration. 
 

Factors and qualifications considered in PPPR panel selection (chair and panelist) such as being a qualified 
expert in the field being reviewed, research tenure, publication record, award history, geographic location, 
overall diversity and availability to participate fully in the process, all play an integral role in who is invited to 
serve an ARS/OSQR PPPR panel. Many of the reviews are composed with a balance of nationally and 
internationally recognized experts. Tables 5-6 display various characteristics of the panel composition; all 
affiliations were accurate at the time of the panel review. 
 
 
 
 
 



  

Affiliations 
Peer reviewers are affiliated with several types of institutions, primarily those in academia, 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 5. Panelist Faculty Rank and Affiliations for the Plant Genetic Resources, Genomics and Genetic 
 Improvement  

Panel Professor Associate 
Professor 

Assistant 
Professor 

Other Industry & 
Organization 

301A NPGS Super Panel-Genebanks 
1a. Genetic Resource Management 
Technology and Microbes 

2 1   4 

301A NPGS Super Panel-Genebanks 
1b. Seed, Multiple Crops 

1 1 1  4 

301A NPGS Super Panel-Genebanks 
1c. Seed, Focus on Specific Crops 

2 2   2 

301A NPGS Super Panel-Genebanks 
1d. Clonal, Tropical/Subtropical 

5 1   1 

301A NPGS Super Panel-Genebanks 
1e. Clonal, Temperature 

1 1   3 

301A Panel 2. Plants, Environment, and 
Genetic Assessment 

4  1   

301B Panel 3a. Molecular Physiology 
and Development 

3 1 1  1 

301B Panel 5a. Fruits and Nuts 1 3 1   

301B Panel 5b. Berries 2  3   

301B Panel 6. Sugarbeets 4 1 1   

301B Panel 7. Potatoes 3 1   1 
301B Panel 12b. Oilseeds: 
Physiology/Biochemistry 

3 1   1 

301B Panel 3b. Plant Metabolism and 
Pathways 

3    1 

301C Super Panel 
4a. Grains, Maize Sorghum Breeding 

5 1    

301C Super Panel 
4b1. Small Grains Breeding 

1  3   

301C Super Panel 
4b2. Small Grains Breeding 

1 1 2 1  

301C Super Panel  
4c. Maize and Sorghum Genomics 

4 1   1 

301C Super Panel  
4d. Small Grains, Genomics 

3  1  1 

301C Panel 8. Beans 5     

301C Panel 9. Vegetables (Various)  3 1   

301C Panel 10a. Grapes and Hops  3 1   
301C Panel 10b. Tropical Fruit 2 1 1   

301C Panel 11. Cotton 
 

1 1 3  1 

301C Panel 12a. Oilseeds, Genetic 
Improvement 
 

4 2 2   



  

Table 5. Panelist Faculty Rank and Affiliations for the Plant Genetic Resources, Genomics and 
Genetic  Improvement  

Panel  Professor Associate 
Professor 

Assistant 
Professor 

Other Industry & 
Organization 

301C Panel 13. Ornamentals and 
Sugarcane 

3 1 1  1 

301C Panel 14. Genome Databases 5  1   

301C Panel 15. Biotechnology 6    1 

 
Research Impact and Ethnicity/Gender 
The OSQR PPPR process is lauded as a rigorous and objective ARS function striving for the highest possible 
scientific credibility. In general, panelists shall hold a doctoral degree unless the discipline in question is one 
which does not subscribe to a doctorate level education to achieve the highest recognition and qualification 
(e.g., engineers and modeling specialists). Panelists are also selected 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 being researched in the 
National Program under review are preferred. 
 
Table 6. Panel Accomplishments and Ethnic/Gender for the Plant Genetic Resources, Genomics and Genetic 
Improvement  

Panel H-Index 
Average 

Gender Geographic 
Location 

301A NPGS Super Panel-Genebanks 
1a. Genetic Resource Management 
Technology and Microbes 

27 2 female, 5 male 1 Canada, 1 Denmark, 1 
China, 2 PWA, 2 Germany 

301A NPGS Super Panel-Genebanks 
1b. Seed, Multiple Crops 

16 2 female, 5 male 1 Canada, 1 NEA, 1 Belgium, 
1 SEA 2 MWA, 1 Mauritius 

301A NPGS Super Panel-Genebanks 
1c. Seed, Focus on Specific Crops 
 

20 2 female, 4 male 1 Canada, 2 NEA, 2 PA 

301A NPGS Super Panel-Genebanks 
1d. Clonal, Tropical/Subtropical 

23 1 female, 6 male 1 Canada, 3 PWA, 1 MWA, 1 
SEA 

301A NPGS Super Panel-Genebanks 
1e. Clonal, Temperature 

16 2 female, 3 male 1 Canada, 1 Germany, 2 SEA 

301A Panel 2. Plants, Environment, and 
Genetic Assessment 

49 1 female, 4 male 1 NEA, 1 Netherlands, 1 
Australia, 1 MWA, 1 Israel 

301B Panel 3a. Molecular Physiology and 
Development 

26 3 female, 3 male 3 SEA, 1 Canada, 2 MWA 

301B Panel 5a. Fruits and Nuts 14 5 male 4 SEA, 1 NEA 

301B Panel 5b. Berries 14 5 male 5 SEA 

301B Panel 6. Sugarbeets 20 5 male, 1 female 2 PA, 3 SEA, 1 MWA 

301B Panel 7. Potatoes 24 5 male 1 SEA, 1 Canada, 1 MWA, 2 
PA 

301B Panel 12b. Oilseeds: 
Physiology/Biochemistry 

44 5 male 3 MWA, 1 Canada, 1 PA 

301C Panel 3b. Plant Metabolism and 
Pathways 

31 2 female, 2 male 1 NEA, 1 MWA, 1 SEA, 1 PWA 

301C Super Panel 
4a. Grains, Maize Sorghum Breeding 

31 3 female, 3 male 2 PWA, 1 PA, 2 MWA, 1 NEA 

301C Super Panel 
4b1. Small Grains Breeding 

16 2 female, 2 male 1 PWA, 3 PA 

 



  

Table 6. Panel Accomplishments and Ethnic/Gender for the Plant Genetic Resources, Genomics and  
Genetic Improvement 

Panel H-Index 
Average 

Gender Geographic Location 

301C Super Panel 
4b2. Small Grains  Breeding 

19 3 female, 2 male 2 PWA, 1 NEA, 2 PA 

301C Super Panel  
4c. Maize and Sorghum Genomics 

29 2 female, 4 male 2 PWA, 1 MWA, 3 SEA, 1 PA 

301C Super Panel  
4d. Small Grains, Genomics 

29 2 female, 3 male 1 PWA, 4 MWA 

301C Panel 8. Beans 26 5 male 1 MWA, 2 Canada, 1 NEA, 1 
PA 

301C Panel 9. Vegetables (Various) 17 4 male 3 SEA, 1 PA 

301C Panel 10a. Grapes and Hops 23 4 male 2 PWA, 1 SEA, 1 MWA 
301C Panel 10b. Tropical Fruit 22 1 female, 3 male 1 SEA, 1 Puerto Rico, 2 PWA 

301C Panel 11. Cotton 6 1 female, 5 male 4 SEA, 1 MWA, 1 PA 

301C Panel 12a. Oilseeds, Genetic 
Improvement 

29 1 female, 7 male 5 MWA, 1 SEA, 2 PA 

301C Panel 13. Ornamentals and 
Sugarcane 

14 1 female, 5 male 1 SEA, 3 PA, 1 PWA, 1 MWA 

301C Panel 14. Genome Databases 41 1 female, 5 male 6 MWA 

301C Panel 15. Biotechnology 41 1 female, 6 male 5 MWA, 1 PA, 1 SEA 

 
List of Panel Chairs 
 

Schedule A 
Panels 1a. – 1d. 
Axel Diederichsen, Research Scientist, Government of Canada, Saskatoon Research and Development Centre 
Education: Georg-August-University, Göttingen, Germany 
 
Panel 2. 
Jonathan Lynch, Penn State University 
Education: University of California, Davis 
 
Schedule B 
Panel 3a. 
Peggy Ozias-Akins, University of Georgia 
Education: University of Florida 
 
Panel 5a.  
Fernando Miguel Alferez, University of Florida 
Education: University of Valencia, Spain 
 
Panel 5b. 
Zhanoa Deng, University of Florida 
Education: Huazhong Agriculture University, China 
 
Panel 6. 
Shaobin Zhong, North Dakota State University 
Education: North Dakota State University 
 
 



  

Panel 7. 
Gregg Pettis, Louisiana State University 
Education: University of Missouri 
 
Panel 12b.  
Madan Bhattacharyya, Iowa State University 
Education: University of Western Ontario, Canada 
 
Schedule C 
Panel 3b. 
M.A. Saghai Maroof, Virginia Tech   
Education: University of California, Davis 
 
Panel 4a. – 4d. 
Li Tian, University of California, Davis 
Education: Michigan State University 
 
Panel 8. 
Thomas Michaels, University of Minnesota 
Education: University of Minnesota 
 
Panel 9. 
Dilip Panthee, North Carolina State University 
Education: University of Tennessee 
 
Panel 10a. 
Bhaskar Bondada, Washington State University 
Education: University of Arkansas 
 
Panel 10b. 
Fernando Miguel Alferez, University of Florida 
Education: University of Valencia, Spain 
 
Panel 11. 
Jinesh Dahyabhai Patel, Auburn University 
Education: University of Georgia 
 
Panel 12a. 
Jianxin Ma, Purdue University 
Education: Chinese Academy of Agricultural Sciences 
 
Panel 13.  
Heqiang (Alfred) Huo, University of Florida 
Education: University of Georgia 
 
Panel 14. 
Erich Grotewold, Michigan State University 
Education: University of Buenos Aires, Argentina 
  



  

 
Panel 15. 
Bing Yang, Missouri University 
Education: Kansas State University 
 
*Statements from these chairs were not received. 

 
NP 301 Plant Genetic Resources, Genomics and Genetic Improvement Panel Chair Statements 
Panel Chair responsibilities include providing the OSQR with a statement that describes their overall panel 

experience, how the panel was conducted, and general quality of the plans reviewed. It does not lend itself to 

discussing details of a specific research project plan review nor attribution to individual panelists. Panel Chairs 

are given a format to follow for writing their statements, however, are free to discuss what they believe is 

important for broader audiences. The statements below are listed chronologically by schedule. 

 

  



  

Chair’s Report for USDA NP 301 Panels 1a, b, c, d and e – NPGS Super Panel – Gene banks, 2023 

Axel Diederichsen, Curator, Research Scientist, Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, Plant Gene Resources of Canada, 
107 Science Place, Saskatoon, SK, S7N 0X2, Canada, e-mail: axel.diederichsen@agr.gc.ca 
Task accomplished. 
A total of 26 proposals for genebank operation projects or associated projects of the USDA-ARS National Program 301 
Plant Genetic Resources, Genomic, and Genetic Improvement were reviewed during five virtual panel session held on 
January 24, January 31, February 2, March 2 and March 7, 2023. All projects cover the five year period from 2022 to 
2027. Accordingly, the USDA ARS Office of Scientific Quality Review had invited a total of 26 reviewers mostly from the 
U.S. but including also reviewers from Europe, Asia and Africa. The panelists had been selected in coordination with 
the Chair to ensure their expertise matched the projects to be reviewed. Each of them had to do one review as a 
primary and one as a secondary reviewer. Each of the five panel sessions emphasized on a specific thematic crop 
germplasm group with biological similarities to ensure all panelists could contribute to the open discussions with 
adequate expertise. The project proposals followed a standardized format which facilitated comparison of the quality 
across all proposals. 

The written reviewer comments that were collected ahead of the panel sessions were collated into a single document 
for each project proposal. The reviewer comments were orally presented and then discussed during the panel 
sessions following the same structured approach for each project resulting in a revised commenting document and a 
final rating for each project. 

The invitation of panelists, their preparation during a preceding virtual information session and the collecting of 
the panelists’ input, as well as the technical guidance during each panel meetings were handled with great 
professionalism by the USDA-ARS Office of Scientific Quality Review. 

As Chair, I read all proposals and provided occasionally guidance during the panel sessions sometimes asking 
questions to the main reviewers to clarify technical or scientific issues of the proposal at hand. The panelists were 
without exception very well prepared and engaged during the sessions and had submitted their detailed comments in 
nearly all cases in due time prior to the panel sessions. Each project was discussed for 30-45 min., resulting in panel 
sessions lasting three to five hours. 
Outcomes 
The projects were generally of great quality. A total of two were passed as not needing any revision and 17 were 
deemed to need only minor revisions. Five projects were requested to undergo a moderate revision. One project was 
rated as needing a major revision and the review panel will need to re- convene to assess it again. One project will 
need an additional ad hoc review because one panel member who was a primary reviewer had a conflict of interest. 
An ad hoc review based on written input by three referees will be completed. 
Comments 
All project proposals followed a similar pattern and all had at least two objectives: (1) to conduct research to enhance 
the standard genebank operations of maintenance, evaluation, and characterization; and (2) to conduct these 
standard genebank operations and adding acquisition, distribution and documentation. Some proposals had a third or 
even a fourth objective which addressed research or pre-breeding objectives. In some instances the reviewers felt 
that the allocated resources, and in particular the human resources, might not be sufficient to meet the outlined 
objectives. Some projects had elaborated ambitious subobjectives or additional objectives going beyond the basic  
genebank or service functions. It was noted that there are a number of vacant positions at several project locations that 
need to be filled. 

Some projects elaborated clearly that Standard Operational Procedures or Best Management Practices are in place or 
in the process of being elaborated during the course of the projects. For genebank operations it is very relevant and 
useful to have such procedures elaborated and well documented to ensure a smooth and consistent operation during a 
time of changes in staff. Accordingly, some locations elaborated on a data management plan, while others were vague 
on this aspect and made only general references the GRIN-Global genebank database management system. A data 
management plan might perhaps be a requirement to be elaborated for projects that have not done so. 

The NPGS is a large network and involves some locations that have a centralized role regarding activities such as back-
up storage of seed samples, documentation of data, documentation of herbarium specimens for reference purposes, 

mailto:axel.diederichsen@agr.gc.ca


  

taxonomy, and organization of collecting missions. While some projects elaborated on the connection with these 
centralized functions, several project proposals did not or only vaguely referred to such coordination within the NPGS. 
In addition, an integrative approach in conservation of genetic resources with botanical gardens could perhaps in some 
cases be elaborated so as to achieve synergistic effects. Also, for some crop groups and crop wild relatives, a 
coordinated approach with in situ conservation may be a suggestion to elaborate on. This also relates to coordination 
with Indigenous Peoples or local farming communities that need the ex situ complement provided by the NPGS 
genebanks. In some instances, coordination internationally may be useful. A strategic approach for expansion of the 
collections will need to respect all these factors. It was not in all cases clear what the strategy for new germplasm 
acquisitions would be. Crop vulnerability statements were referenced in some project proposals and may be a useful 
tool for being strategic. 

Some collection sites have in the past obtained enormous amounts of germplasm from other countries. Some are still 
in need of such germplasm to achieve the outlined objectives of maintaining the global gene pool. The approaches for 
addressing the changing dynamics for international germplasm exchange such as material transfer agreements are 
rarely elaborated on in the project proposals. How much germplasm is shipped nationally and internationally in the 
various groups and who the genebank clients are only sometimes explained. The project narratives could elaborate on 
this so the reviewers better understand the major impact the USDA NPGS has national and globally on food security. 
Some of the projects and also the GRIN-Global projects may be impacted by the recent developments around Digital 
Sequence Information (DSI) and possibly future projects need to address how the challenges around information 
associated with the germplasm will be handled. 

All in all it is very evident that the NPGS locations are operating very efficiently. The right balance between centralized 
standardization which could result in suppressing locally required creativity or an atomized system that lacks 
coherency has been found by the NPGS. The contributions to conservation of global genetic diversity of cultivated 
plants by the NPGS is enormous and the positive impact on research, breeding and education, as well as on global 
food security, are tremendous. It is encouraging to see that ambitious and structured proposals were presented to 
ensure the envisioned and often ambitious objectives can be achieved. For me as Chair it was a great learning 
opportunity and very stimulating to have taken part in this review process. 

 
Prepared by: Axel Diederichsen, Saskatoon, March 21, 2023. 
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