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U.S. SCIENCE SUPPORT PROGRAM

Letter to the Community

4 November 2024

Dear colleagues,

Our community will soon begin the transition from the International Ocean
Discovery Program to the next phase of scientific ocean drilling. There are still
significant uncertainties ahead, but we hope that the information provided in this
letter will bring you up to date on what is known, what is anticipated, and when
some of the remaining uncertainties might be resolved.

The first topic has been widely publicized, but that doesn’t make discussing it any
less painful: After nearly 40 years and more than 160 expeditions on behalf of
scientific ocean drilling, the JOIDES Resolution has been demobilized—for now—and
is currently “cold stacked” in Kristiansand, Norway. It is impossible to overstate the
contributions that this vessel, its staff, and its science parties have made to our
understanding of Earth systems, and the global ocean research community can be
justly proud of the vessel’s staggering list of discoveries and achievements during
IODP and its predecessor programs dating back to 1985.

Still, this is not meant as an obituary for the JR, whose future is still undetermined.
An eventual re-mobilization (though not to IODP levels) is still possible, but it would
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require several crucial elements to fall into place—not least of which is sufficient
funding to make it financially viable for the ship’s owner to continue operating it.
One positive sign is that the House of Representatives Subcommittee on Commerce,
Justice, Science, and Related Agencies has recommended an increase in
appropriations to NSF for scientific ocean drilling. In addition, there have been
vigorous efforts to pursue new sources of international support that may still
materialize. But the clock is ticking, and a sustainable financial roadmap will need to
be in place within the next few months to keep the JR and its unique capabilities
available for future use.

In the meantime, keep in mind that IODP has not yet concluded: Expedition 405 is
currently underway aboard the D/V Chikyu, carrying out coring and logging
operations in the Japan Trench to investigate the shallow slip processes that
triggered the catastrophic 2011 Tohoku-oki earthquake. This four-month long
expedition will also install a borehole observatory into the décollement and
surrounding rocks to monitor temperature and subseafloor fluids for several years. A
total of 17 scientists and three outreach officers from the U.S are sailing at different
times on the expedition—the largest number of U.S. participants ever on a single
IODP expedition, and a fitting exclamation point to conclude the program.

Looking to the future, NSF is well into the review process for proposals to operate the
new U.S. Scientific Ocean Drilling Coordinating Office (SODCO), and it is hoped that
an award announcement can be made before the end of the year. In the interim, the
U.S. Science Support Program (USSSP) is continuing its activities on behalf of the
community. The original USSSP cooperative agreement with NSF was set to end as of
February 28, 2025, several months after the conclusion of IODP. However, NSF has
granted USSSP a one year no-cost extension to administer IODP awards that are
currently in place, issue the post-expedition activity awards for the final JR and
Chikyu expeditions, and support remaining IODP activities such as second postcruise
meetings. USSSP has also recently issued calls for novel projects, workshop
proposals, and Schlanger Fellowships, so it is continuing to broadly support the U.S.
community and will do so until SODCO is up and running and can become the hub
for future U.S. drilling activity. Meanwhile, the U.S. Advisory Committee for Scientific
Ocean Drilling remains in place as the advisory body for USSSP. We are grateful that
the committee members have agreed to continue their work on behalf of the
community!

Also on the horizon is the final report from the FOCUS workshop effort, the
community-wide process to set priorities for the next phase of ocean drilling in the
U.S. The FOCUS steering committee is currently putting the finishing touches on the
draft version of the report, which will soon be shared with the community for
comment. Please keep your eyes peeled for a request for comments when the draft is
disseminated in November; this will be the final opportunity to contribute your
thoughts to this effort.
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Once SODCO isin place, the U.S. program is anticipated to operate in a mission
specific capacity (in which drilling vessels are leased for individual expeditions
depending on mission needs and vessel capabilities). But NSF also fully recognizes
that a dedicated U.S. platform is critical to the community’s long-term science goals,
and has created a subcommittee to review the recommendations of the 2022 Science
Mission Requirements report and work with the Science and Technology Policy
Institute to provide cost estimates for constructing and operating a new riserless
vessel. Designing and building a new vessel is obviously a very long process, but it is
extremely exciting to contemplate its eventual availability for future ocean drilling
expeditions.

The U.S. is of course not the only country gearing up for life after IODP. The European
Consortium for Ocean Research Drilling (ECORD) and Japan have joined together as

founding members of IODP3, which will also follow the mission specific platform

model. Participation on I0DP3 expeditions will be limited to scientists from program
member countries (there are several categories of membership), but drilling
proposals will be accepted from anywhere within the global community. Meanwhile,
China has constructed a new vessel, D/V Meng Xiang, and is planning its own
program that will begin in 2026.

The degree of international collaboration among all of these programs has yet to be

resolved, but an encouraging sign is that IODP® and NSF are already on track to
cooperate in the implementation of the New England Shelf Hydrogeology expedition
that was initially scheduled as part of IODP. The ECORD Science Operator is currently
evaluating bids from companies to supply a drilling platform for the expedition,
which is scheduled to take place in the spring/summer of 2025, and there will be
substantial offshore and onshore participation by U.S. scientists.

The next few months will likely bring a great deal of news that should help clarify
some of the outstanding issues discussed in this letter. We will share any
developments as they become apparent, but if you are attending the Fall AGU
meeting we hope you will join us for the Scientific Ocean Drilling Town Hall, which

will be held at the Washington Plaza Hotel at 7 PM on Wednesday, December 11th,
and where there will be further updates, food, and drink. We look forward to seeing
you there!

Sincerely,
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Carl Brenner Justin P. Dodd

Director, U.S. Science Support Program Chair, U.S. Advisory Committee for

(USSSP) Scientific Ocean Drilling (USAC)
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