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In previous years, the NASA Astrophysics program has benefitted by ongoing discussions with committees or working groups chartered to provide input to NASA science program managers on subjects of concern to the scientific community.  These community groups, which were given a variety of names including Management Operations Working Group and Program Assessment Group [PAG], met regularly to discuss current problems and issues with NASA.  In addition to giving NASA an opportunity to assess community feeling on these issues, such groups had a valuable role to play in transmitting NASA policies and decisions back to the broader scientific community.  

In recent years, these groups have been disbanded and replaced by a single group, the Astrophysics Subcommittee, which reports to the NASA Advisory Council [NAC] through the NAC Science Committee.  The NAC is a very high level group which reports to the NASA Administrator and concerns itself with a great variety of issues, many of which lie far outside the day-to-day concerns of both the space science community and the NASA Astrophysics Division.   The NAC is chartered to provide advice to NASA; technically, the Astrophysics Subcommittee therefore advises the Astrophysics Division via the Science Mission Directorate [SMD] through a lengthy process in which advice is fed up to the NAC through the NAC Science Committee and then, at the NAC Chair’s discretion, down through SMD to the Astrophysics program managers.  A process like this may lead to distortion or weakening of the community input along the way.  In practice, of course, NASA Astrophysics staff generally attend the Subcommittee meetings, present the status of the astrophysics program, and hear the discussions and concerns expressed by the committee members.  Nevertheless, this is a cumbersome process which plays out at a pretty high level.  The recommendations of the Subcommittee are often not formally acknowledged or responded to.

We feel that communications between NASA Astrophysics and the scientific community could be greatly improved by return to a more distributed structure which could operate less formally and on a more rapid time scale.  Although ad hoc groups may be useful in some circumstances, there is a need for continuity in any structure of this type.  We therefore suggest that each separate theme area – Physics of the Cosmos, Cosmic Origins, and Exoplanets – should form a separate PAG which interacts with the persons responsible for that theme area while offering periodic opportunities for input from the broader community.    We suggest that appropriate groups be put into place at this level and be evaluated for a year or two before deciding whether a finer level of granularity, such as separate groups devoted to R&A, technology, operations, data analysis, etc., are required.  Such renovated structures could provide the Astrophysics Division with rapid access to community input while also serving as an effective conduit for NASA back to the community.  This should facilitate the partnership between NASA and the scientific community which will be essential for maximizing the utilization of scarce programmatic and R&A resources in the coming years.  We recognize that, depending on the charter of the group, it might or might not be necessary to invoke FACA processes in setting it up.  We suggest that NASA is best equipped to decide how to approach this particular issue.  
We urge the Astro2010 State of the Profession committee to address this important issue in your reports to the full panel and to NASA.  Please feel free to contact us if further discussion of this question seems useful.

