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I am very pleased with the progress made at the SciDAC PI’s meeting, especially Wednesday morning.  Initiating collaborations is not an easy task.  Most of the interactions across SciDAC (Scientific Discover through Advanced Computing) domains are inherently cross-disciplinary, especially between the simulation-oriented projects and the infrastructure and middleware projects exemplified by the National Collaboratories (NC) program.  To be lasting and successful, our collaborations must create real benefits for each party – in their own domain.  Getting started often takes facilitation, like we had at this meeting. .  Wednesday’s poster sessions yielded a very active and engaged set of discussions across projects.  Afterwards, many PI’s commented on the value of the poster discussions.  This was a good start.  Much common ground was explored, but we’ll need to continue to foster the interactions for them to last.

The projects that I talked with and discussions that I observed revealed that SciDAC projects are at varying stages of readiness to collaborate. For a few, this was the first time that they saw the whole SciDAC concept, most had good knowledge of at least their domain of SciDAC projects, and still others have already begun to work together so this was a welcome chance to make more detailed plans.  Tuesday afternoon, I shared the dense matrix of interactions between the 14 NC projects – the product of previous assignments and a November NC PI’s meeting via Access Grid.  The full range of NC interactions would create a 14x60 matrix.  There’s really no way to accurately keep up with specific relationships on that scale, and there are diminishing returns to trying to obtain a full description.  As the work proceeds, one might pursue two approaches.  First, ask each project to continue to report progress on their most important collaborations.  Second, ask the projects to carry out some visibility efforts that can be publicized across the SciDAC community, to create awareness and encourage additional, less formal relationships.

Overall, many new connections formed at this meeting, sometimes more than a single project can fully pursue.  Therefore some triage will be necessary, perhaps based on the collective value to the projects involved.  There is a multifacted collection of ties forming between the applications and the collaboratories, and between some applications and Grid middleware projects.  There were also a number of new discussions between middleware and network research projects.  The ISICs (Integrated Software Infrastructure Centers) primarily interact with the NC projects through applications and Grid middleware/infrastructure.  Hence, some interactions are indirect.  For example, often applications look to Collaboratory pilots for leadership on middleware.

Several possible roles emerged for the Collaboratory Pilots, some new.  For example, Tuesday evening the Chemistry Applications projects got together with Bill Kirchhoff to talk about integration.  Investigators from the Collaboratory for Multiscale Chemical Science (CMCS) were also invited, and at one point an interesting discussion about collaboratories ensued.  This community decided to begin to explore use of a few collaboration tools to enhance their interactions, e.g., e-mail lists, Access Grid, community web pages.  Although these may not be the most advanced technologies, this is how many communities get started with collaboratories – by meeting a present need.  The chemists especially want to encourage code and application sharing. As trust builds, such communities often take on more aggressive agendas, as evidenced by the concepts being developed by NC pilots.  There’s a lesson here that reveals a model that could be applied to other NC pilots.  The NC pilots are all engaged in filtering the masses of collaboratory activities through the eyes of their domain, selecting tools and approaches that best fit their kind of work.  Each of these pilots could serve as a source of relevant information for their applications community.  This role is independent of any commitment of an application to integrate with or use technology being developed by the pilot.  On the other hand, applications are also discovering potential competitive value in relationships with the pilots. One of the chemistry application projects (Advanced Methods for Electronic Structure) is interested in integrating with the CMCS portal, to provide their community with access to a new computational approach they are developing.  Thus, a Collaboratory Pilot can provide visibility for new applications and speed community evaluation and acceptance of new computational techniques.

This meeting also provided the first opportunity for the Pilots to interact.  I saw some collaboratory pilots beginning to band together around common problems.  For example, the Particle Physics Data Grid (PPDG) and CMCS want to work together to address common interests in options for dealing with user authentication/security, beyond PKI and GSI. 

In the area of middleware, there were a number of new connections made with pilots, as some of the middleware projects were unknown to the pilots when they crafted their proposals.  I also observed new and refined plans between middleware projects. There were also new plans to use middleware in applications.  For example, there was a fair amount of interest in data and metadata transport and management methods.  This topic also brought together some middleware and network research projects.  

In addition there are growing relationships between projects that are building capabilities at the user environment level, and potential consumers of these capabilities.  Some of the popular middlware projects, like CoG Kits, have many more potential customers than they could possibly handle.  There’s an opportunity to increase the impact of the middleware projects by providing more assistance to the portal projects, to help incorporate the middleware products into the science portals.  This problem also occurs in some of the other technology areas, e.g., metadata and Grids, to one extent or another.  Perhaps, in the out years, some technology transfer support can be provided.

Finally, I’d like to stress that continued interaction is crucial.  The NC program has already begun to take steps beyond identifying potential interactions.  We’ve asked for the names of points of contact.  Hence, each high priority interaction will have a pair of names associated with it.

Many more fruitful interactions occurred around the NC projects than can be described here.  Virtually every project was engaged in sharing information and making new connections.  The important thing is to keep the momentum going.  All hands PI’s meetings should be rare.  The real action occurs at the level of special interest groups.  Fostering and rewarding such interactions is the challenge ahead.  If successful, the impact of SciDAC will be much greater than the “sum of the parts.”  

