Dear Representative of Potential Partner Organization,


July 17, 2006
I would like to consult with you about the idea of developing an award for a challenge facing the oil spill response community. This is an idea that the OSRI Advisory Board and STC began discussing more at the March meetings, and which I presented in further detail at the recent FY07 STC meeting. 

OSRI is considering an alternative approach towards solving R&D challenges in the oil spill response field.  Rather than developing an annual RFP to fund research that often only makes incremental steps towards meeting challenges, we are considering establishing a purse prize to reward a successful, innovative solution to a problem.

Leveraging a prize on the order of $50K-$100K (or larger if partners would like to join efforts), we would save on the large R&D cost of multiple individual investigators working towards meeting a particular challenge.  We pay for a successful solution rather than an individual attempts to provide a solution.  This is an exciting new approach, which seems to be ever more prevalent in industry and technology. 

We have identified InnoCentive to assist in this process.  InnoCentive matches top scientists to relevant research and development challenges facing leading companies around the globe.  Please visit http://www.innocentive.com/, and review the attached Case Study as an example of how rewarding this new approach can be. At InnoCentive groups posing problems are called “Seekers” and individuals offering solutions are called “Solvers”. Note that if you register as a “solver” in the InnoCentive system, you can view details of the types of problems that folks are trying to solve.

Inspiration for the oil-spill-recovery prize stemmed from the X Prize, which captured world headlines in 2004, when Burt Rutan and Paul Allen were awarded $10M for being the team that designed the first private spaceship to fly to the edge of space, an endeavor that jump-started the personal spaceflight industry.

The challenge before us now is to specify a problem in oil spill response and develop criteria for a successful solution.  Could I ask you to offer 2-3 example problems faced by industry and spill responders, for which you would like to see a solution developed? We ask your advice because of your knowledge of the problems facing the oil spill response community.

The OSRI Scientific and Technical and Advisory Board Work Plan committees are very interested in this new approach but they and the OSRI Advisory Board will decide whether to go forward with it after we consider several specific topics for a challenge. The committees concurred that in the first year of testing this new approach, we would like to begin with a small, concrete challenge.  If the approach proves successful, we may be interested in developing larger challenges down the road.

Some examples of general topics include providing a solution for: 

(a) removing oil that is spilled in ice-infested waters;

(b) developing a chemical or mineral dispersant that is both effective and non-toxic to marine organisms;

(c) developing a technology to quantify the effectiveness of dispersing oil;

(d) developing effective chemical herders (in ice conditions) to improve efficacy of in situ burning

The problem needs to be developed into a specific statement with criteria for judging the success or failure of submitted solutions. 

Thank you for your creative thoughts and consideration of this request to help identify important and specific challenges facing the oil spill response community, for which we might collectively solve through an innovative purse prize approach.
Sincerely,

Katey Walter, Ph.D.

OSRI Research Program Manager
