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PROGRAMME AND DESCRIPTION

Mame

BLUE SKIES BESEABCY PROGEAMME

Description of Programme
Blue skies research should be considered as a multidimensional concept that can be defined from

different perspectives viz. that of the researcher, the funding agency, the object of the research, ithe
research approach, and/or the contribution to the knowledge base.

Defined from the perspective of the researcher, it refers to self-initiated, curiosity-driven
research {i.e. seeking to explore knowledge beyond the horizon).

Defined from the perspective of a funding agency, blue skies research funding implies a willingness
to take calculated investment risks.

Defined in terms of the object of research, it focuses on exploring important andfor new
phenomena - rather than run-of-the-mill themes - as defined by peers in the specific research
community.

Defined from the perspective of the research approach, it is novel' in terms of one or more of the
following components: theoretical framework, methodological approach or research context (for
exampie, shifting paradigms or research technology innovation).

Defined in terms of the contribution to the knowledge base, blue skies research is expected 1o
push the frontiers of knowledge and possibly become a point of gravity for subsequent research.

Furthermore the programme recognises that the epistemological, methodological and other
differences between the respective science cultures (e.g. economic, medical, social, engineering
and natural sciences) must be acknowliedged and therefore the assessment process should take
cognisance of this differentiation. However care should be taken to ensure that multidisciplinary,
interdisciplinary or transdisciplinary biue skies research is not be stifled through this differentiation.

! Novel research is about leveraging existing ideas in new ways however the paradigms/boundaries/directions must shift (either
complately or partially).



2 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

----------------- ——The—Blue—Skies—Research—Programme—ean-be—described as—multi-dimensional —self-initiated,— -
curiosity-driven inquiry that necessitates high investment risks, addresses new phenomena, as well
as push the frontiers of knowledge. Blue Skies-type of research is associated with fundamental and
kasic research programmes.

The objectives cf the Blue Skies programme are.

e To provide space and time for research to push the frontiers of knowledge and to encourage
imagination through scientific and scholarly endeavours

e To support and sustain communities of critical and free thinkers

» To promote and encourage diversity” in research for re-imagining® disciplines or academies.

e To bring about new and unpredictable scientific / technological / scholarly discoveries /
interpretations / understandings / knowledges.

The NRF is cognisant of the complexities of dealing with this multi-dimensional concept and has
structured the programme as foliows:

¢ Call for Concept Notes (call to open on the 20" September 2012)

s  Fund successful Concept Notes for one year only 1o a maximum of R 200,000 each (applicants
will be informed in February 2013)

e |nvite successful Concept Note applicants to submit Full proposals (invitations will be made in
February 2014)

s Fund successful full proposals for a three-year period (applicants will be informed in  April
2014)

e Full proposals must address :

New phenomena

Push frontiers of knowledge

Muli-dimensionality, and show

Proof of concept (clear evidence of progress made and milestones achieved during the

Concept Note funding phase).

Qoo

See Table 1 for specific details regarding the modus operandi of these processes and see Fgure 1
for a schematic representation of the application, assessment and funding processes.

2 Diversity in research in this context refers to theoretical frameworks, approaches and methodologies.
* To imagine again or anew especially: fo form a new conception of (Mertiam-Webster Online Dictionary. 2010. Merriam-Webster
Online. 28 May 2010. hitpy/Avww.merriam-webster. com/dictionarv/reimagining




3 STRATEGIC CONTEXT

The National Research Foundation's (NRF) purpose is to suppori and promotg research through
funding, human resource development and the provision of the necessary research facilities in
order to facilitate the creation of knowledgs, and innovation and development in all fields of science

--------- e and-technology;-including-indigenous—knewledge-and-thereby fo-contribute-lo-the improvement of
the quality of iife of all the people of the Republic (NRF Act, 1998).

A review of the Focus Area Programme (FAP) was conducted in 2007. This review recognized that
the rationale behind FAP and model underpinning it remained valid. The review alsc acknowledged
that the focus area programme came at the right time, had been partially successful and that a
focused research programme should be continued, even if in an amended form. The review
recommended the provision of a programme dedicated to promoting discipline-oriented, self-
initiated research. Hence, the Blue Skies Research Programme was initiated in 2008 to provide
space for novel fundamental enquiry, curiosity-driven and basic research.

The launch of the NRF’s Blue Skies Research Programme in 2008 had challenges which included:

e Insufficient time for broader consultation on the definition of novelty within the ambit of different
knowledge fields and on the parameters of blue skies research

¢ The adjudication process which unfortunately was amended midstream due to unforeseen
circumstances

= The phasing out of the FAP with limited opportunities for researchers o apply to other NRF
funding programmes for their research that was previously funded through the FAPs. The
confusion and anxiety resulted in a misconstrued understanding of the intended purpose and
nature of the Blue Skies Research Programmae.

The NRF acknowledged that it was importani to engage with the research community on the
refinement of this programme. A two-staged process was followed which included:

e an open invitation to researchers in South Africa to input into the refinement of the
programme via an online questionnaire, and

= a workshop held on 16 March 2010 in Pretoria (taking into account the comments received
from the above step) for invited participants to finaiise the refined shape of the programme
(see hitp://www.nii.ac.za/files/Finai%20renort-28%20Aprii%20'10. dog for workshop report).

The Blue Skies Research Programme has been refined based on the ouicomes of the above
process- which are refiected in this call for research funding.



3.1

Environmenial scan

The National Ressarch Foundation's (NRF) purpose is to support and promote research through
funding, human resource development and the provision of the necessary research facilities in
order to facilitate the creation of knowledge, and innovation and development in ali fields of science

_.and fechnology, including indigenous knowledge and thereby 1o contribute 1o the improvement of

3.2

33

34

the quality of life of all the people of the Republic (NRF Act, 1898). in support of its purpose the
NRF launched Vision 2015 that aims to promote world-class research, and create a transformed
society and sustainable environment. Soon after its founding in 19289, the NRF took a strategic
decision o organise its support and promotion of research in terms of nationally relevant focus
areas. These focus areas represented a significant attempt by the NRF to steer the research
funding away from the traditional comfort zone of self-initiated research, important as that zone
may have been throughout the history of science — until the late nineteen eighties. The focus area
approach at this time was partially in line with the strategies of other comparable national funding
agencies across the world,

Objectives

The cbiectives of the programme are:

s To provide space and time for research to push the frontiers of knowledge and to encourage
imagination through scientific and scholarly endeavours

e To support and sustain communities of critical and free thinkers

o To promote and encourage diversity® in research for re-imagining® disciplines or academies.

» To bring about new and unpredictable scientific / technological / scholarly discoveries /
interpretations / understandings / knowledges.

NRF Perspective

The Blue Skies Research Programme creates space to push frontiers of knowledge, enable
unpredictable discoveries as well as promote high impact research within disciplines. This is in line
with the NRF's Vision 2015 which envisages the foliowing for South Africa:

o \World-class research

e Transformed society; and

e Sustainable environment

institutional structure

N Diversity in research in this context refers to theoretical frameworks, appreaches and methodologies.
® To imagine again or anaw especially: to form a new conception of (Merriar-Webster Online Dicticnary. 2010. Merrfiam-Webster
Online. 28 May 2010. htip://www. merriam-webster.com/dictionary/reimagining




The programme is hosted in the Knowledge Fislds Development Directorate (KFD) and managed
under the Siratagic Knowledge Fields Grant Programme of the Granis Management Sysiems and
Administration (GMSA). SKFG facilitales the realisation of the NRF's mandate to ‘promote and
support research and research capacity development in ail fields of knowledge and technology’
through grant making and paying.

3.5

3.6

4.1

Financing support

The Blue Skies Research Programme is made possible through the National Research
Foundation’s Core Funding.

Key siakehotiders

Science Councils, Universities and Museums

MODUS OPERANDI

The Blue Skies Research Programme modus operandi are described in Table 1 while the flow
diagram, Figure 1, depicts the application, assessment and funding processes with appropriate
timelines.

Call for proposals

A call for Blue Skies Research Programme proposals is made once a yéar. All application materials
must be  submitted electronically wvia the NRF's  Submission  system  at
https:/nrfsubmission.nif.ac.za

The NRF closing date for endorsed Concept Notes applications is 25 October 2032, All
applications must be endorsed by the research office of the principal applicant before submission
to the NRF. It is the responsibility of each applicant to familiarise themselves with the internal
closing date, set by their institution in order to meet the NRF closing date. Incomplete OR late
submissions will not be accepted.

NB: Al each phase {(Concept note and Full proposal) of the Blue Skies Programme
application process, applicants must ensure that their Curriculum Vitae are updated on the
NRF Submission system at hitps://nifsubmission.nif.ac.za.

All outputs that were entered by researchers on the NRF Online system were migrated to the NRF
Submission system. When logging on to the NRF Submission system, researchers are requested
to verify their cutputs on the Landing Page by selecting the type of output under the heading “To be
Reviewed” and verifying each output individually until there are none left to be reviewed.

These Curricuium vitae wiil be used in the assessment processes
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4.3

Fules of pariicipation

Only researchers based at NRF recognized research instiiutions in South Africa are eligible o
apply as a principal investigator.

For both the Concept Notes and Full Proposal applications, phases of the Blue Skies Research

4.4

4.5

Programme, the core research team consists of a principal investigator and a co-investigator(s). In
addition, the PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR (i.e the applicant) must be an active researcher who
takes intellectual responsibility for the project, its conception, any strategic decisions called for in its
pursuit, and the communication of results. The principal investigator must have the capacity to
make a serious commitment to the project and cannot assume the role of a supplier of resources
for work that will Jargely be placed in the hands of others. S/he will take responsibility for the
management and administration of resources aliocated to the application.

A CO-INVESTIGATOR is an active researcher who provides significant commitment, intellectual
input, relevant expertise into the design and implementation of the research application. S/he will
be involved in all or at least some well-defined research activities within the scope of the
application. South African-based co-investigators are eligibie to receive NRF funds from the grant if
the team's application is successful.

Post-doctoral fellows, students, technical snd support staff should NOT be listed as co-
investigaiors,

The project may also include:

RESEARCH ASSOCIATES/COLLABORATORS

These are individuals or groups who are anticipated to make relatively small but meaningful
contribution to the research endeavours oullined in the application. Research
Associates/coltaborators will not actively participate in the design and implementation of the
research application. They are not considered a part of the core research team.

Timelines

Blue Skies Research Programme grants will be awarded for a period of three years. Successful
applicants who wish to apply for further funding upon completion of a three-year funding cycle must
submit new applications. All applications will be assessed on a competitive basis. The Blue Skies
Research funding cannot be automatically renewed. Preferential treatment will not be given to
those who have previcusly received NRF funding.

Management of Programme

The Knowledge Fields Deveiopment (KFD) Directorate of the RISA-NRF hosts the Blue Skies
Research Programme and is primarily responsible for:

Strategic oversight and management of the programme
Conceptualizing and developing the Programme
Coordinating and facilitating activities of the programme
Compiling programme research and evaluation reporis
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o Stakeholder engagement
The Grant Management Systems Administration (GMSA) Directorate is responsible for:

» Managing review and assessment processes for the programme
= . Coodinating.andfaciiitating.the.granting. processses..ow ...

4.6

5.1

5.2

s Providing application assessment evaiuation and feedback processes

Line of authority

Programme Director, in the Knowledge Fields Development Directorate manages the Blue Skies
Research Programme with the assistance of a Programme Officer. The Programme Director
reports to the KFD Executive Director. A Grants Director, in the Grant Management Systems
Administration manages the granting processes with the assistance of a Grant and Liaison
Officers. The Grant Director reporis 1o the Executive Director of the GMSA Directorate.

FINANCIALS
Funding model

The Blue Skies Funding Programme is made possible through the Core Funding model of the
National Research Foundation.

Funding ranges

A maximum budget of R 200,000 (Two hundred Thousands Bands) per Concept Note applications
will be considered. Concept Note funding will not be extended beyond one year. Student bursary
support will not be provided. Applicant must provide a detailed, high-level operational expense
budget with motivations.

Successful Full Proposals will receive funding that accommodates the following budget items:

a. Grant holder-linked student support

b. Staff development grants

¢. Research-related operating costs
oSabbaticals
oMaterials and Supplies
oTravel and subsistence
oResearch / Technical / Ad hoc Assistants
oResearch Equipment

For more detail on budgets, refer to the funding guideline, Appendix 3.



Funding support

The NRF funds the Blue Skies Hesearch programme on an ongoing basis. Science councils,
universities, museums and other NRF-recognized institutions are the primary beneficiaries of this
orogramme.

5.4

8.1

Programme budgel

The budget for this programme originates from the NRF's Core Funding.

MONITORING AND EVALUATION OF THE PROGRAMME

The National Research Foundation is responsible for monitoring and evaluating the Blue Skies
Research Programme. Since its inception in 2008, the Blue Skies Research programme has been
once in 2010, following extensive consutiation with the research community. A URL link for the
report detailing the proceedings of this workshop is on page 6 of this Framework document. The
Blue Skies Research Programme will be monitored every seven years.

Beporting

The Programme Director is responsible for reporting twice annually on the contribution of the Biue
Skies Programme to the Knowledge Fields Development Directorate’s Key Performance Indicators
(KPIs). In addition, the programme Director is responsible for reviewing progress and reporting two
quarterly on the Blue Skies Research Programme.



6.2. Tineframes for evaluation
The Blue Skies Besearch Programme will be evalualed every seven years by & team of reviewsr
who will be appointed by the Nationa!l Research Foundation. The NRFg' Knowledge Fields
Rirectoraie in consultation with the Manitoring and Evaluation Directorate will agree to and set
Timeframes for the review in line with the exising Quidelings. .

6.3 Broad terms of reference for evaluation
The broad terms of refarence for the evaluation of the Blue Skies Programme will be determined by
the Knowledge Fields Development prior to the evaluation taking place and in accordance with the
tenets set in the NRF's Monitoring and Evaluation Directorate’s Handbook.

8.4 Utllisation of the resulis of the evaluation

The resudts of the evaluation will be used in line with the purpose set in the Terms of Reference for
the evaluation as well as for programme improvement and development.

o, ) | Liaisen Officer:

Name: Mmamokete Mabuela Name: Singathwa Mbangeni
Telephone; 012 481 4882 Telephone: 012 481 4269
e-Mail: Mabusla@nrf.ac.za e-Mail: Singathwa.mbangeni@nif.ac.za
LIST OF ACRONYMS

1. APRs- Annual Progress Report

2. CV- Curriculum Vitae

3. FAP- Focus Areas Programme

4. GMSA- Grant Management Systams Administration

5. KFD- Knowledge Fields Development

6. NRF- National Research Foundation

7. SKFG-Strategic Knowledge Fields Grants
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(in Year 1} further investments to be the proposal {0 be
made? considered for
funding
Proposed Are the proposed research A minimum score 15%
approaches design, methods and data of 2 is required for
and activities | analyses appropriaie for the the proposal o be
planned for proposed research? Is the considered for
the research | work plan achievable within funding
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redress vears after obtaining a PhD}.
or disabled
Plans for M and D degrees 5%
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Data storage | Plans for If relevant, are the proposed 5%
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storage,
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The distribution for these bursaries is targeted at the ratio:

e Final year Undergraduate and Honours/BTech student assistaniships: 100% SA citizens with a
minimum ratio” of 1:1 for Black® and White participants

o Masters bursaries: 90% io South Africans and 10% to candidates from other African countries
Doctoral bursaries: 80:15.5, SA: Cther Africar: Rest of the World
Postdoctoral bursaries: Open to all who undertake research in South Africa.

Values and pericd of support for Student Assistantships

e Final year undergraduate {Full-time) R 8000 pa
e Honours / BTech (Full-time) R 20 0006 pa
Values and period of support for Bursaries & Fellowships

o Masters degree (Fuli-time) R 40 000 pa
e Masters degree (Part-time) R 10 000 pa
o Doctoral degree (Full-time) _ R 60 000 pa
s Doctoral degree (Part-time) R 12 000 pa
¢ Postdoctoral  {pro rata per month) R 80 000 pa

RESEARCH-RELATED CPERATING COSTS

These costs include materials and supplies, travel (including conferences) and subsistence, eguipment
and research/technical/ad hoc assistance and sabbaticals to other research organisations and institutions
of higher learning may be inciuded within the context of the project applications. These costs should be
justified and commensurate with the planned cutputs, as they will be assessed on this basis. The amount
awarded within this framework can be used at the discretion of the applicant.

General guidelines
Sabbaticals

Sabbaticals will be considered for a period from two to six months. The maximum sabbatical amount
requested should not exceed R 80,000 for six months. Funding for sabbaticals of less than six months will
be reduced pro-rata. Only principal investigators and co-investigators are eligible ioc apply for sabbatical
funding.

Wlth the emphasis on Black students
®inclusive of Africans, Indians and Coloureds




Generally, the NRF does not provide financial support for:

= Basic office equipment including computers and consumables unless the computer is reqguired for the
research itself.

¢ Basic office stationery, photocopying costs, printing costs uniess these items form part of the research
toois.
Journai pubiication costs, journal subscription costs and book costs.

s Telephone, fax and internet costs.

Research Eguipment

Funding for equipment will be limited to R 50,000 per year. Requisitions for large equipment items (> R
200,000) should be submitted through the NRF’s Equipment Programme.

Travel and subsistence

¢ [nternational conference attendance: Generally the NRF restricts this amount to R 25,000 per person
to a maximum of R 50,000 per application per year for a team application i.e. for principal investigators
and co-investigators (local only). The NRF does not pay for students to atiend international
conferences.
= International visits: These will be considered on a case by case basis. Such visits must be integral to
the research plan and strong motivations should accompany these reguests. Realistic funding
allocations will be based on the requested activities. Only outgoing visits will be considered depending
on the availability of funding. Funding requests for students for international visits will not be
considered.
= local conference attendance: Generally the NRF restricts expenditure against this item to R 4,000 per
person {all costs). Support for local conference atiendance could be requested for all listed co-
invastigators and post-graduate studenis. The applicant should motivate for:
o the benefits o altend more than one local conference per annum if 8o raguested
o the number of people that should be funded to attend local conferences.
¢ Local travel: The NRF deoes not stipulate any rate for mileage as this will depend on the rale which
varies per institution/organisation. Applicants are requested to provide details of this rate as well as the
estimated distance to be travelled within the given year.
e Local accommodation costs should not exceed a 3" establishment

Research / Technical / Ad hoc Assistants

e This programme does not provide funding for the salaries of the core team members if they are based
at organisations/institutions where the salaries are state funded. in cases where the salaries are not
state funded, the total salary amount for all core team members will be limited to up to 20% of the
overall grant amount. A strong motivation for the salary component must accompany the request.

e Fequests for research/technical/ad hoc assistance should be treated with caution. Generally the NRF
would encourage applicants 1o engage students to undertake the research raiher than employing
research consultants. This guideline however does not apply when specific and/or highly specialised




~-e-Adainistrative-assistance does-net qualifyv-as-lechnical assistance.

STAFF DEVELOPMENT GRANTS

Applicants may apply for Staff Development grants for South African staff members at their own and other
institutions, and who are not NRF grant-holders in their own right. These staff members must be registered
for either a Masters or Doctoral degree, supervised by the applicant or a co-investigator of the appiication
and must be directly involved in the NRF approved project. These grants can be used to contribute
towards the operating costs for research undertaken at the supervisor's facility, as weil as the cost of travel
and accommodation to enable staff members to meet with (co)supervisors. Grants usually range between
R 15,000 and R 30,000 depending on the nature of the research and the proximity of the student in
relation o the supervisor. Applicants themselves are not eligible for Staff Development Grants. The
maximum period of support is three years for a Masters degree and five years for a Doctoral degree.

FUNDING TO CATER FOR DISABILITIES

Additional funding support to cater for disability will only be allocated to people with disabilities as specified
in the Code of Good Practice on Employment of People with Disabilities as in the Employment Equity Act
No 55 of 1998.




