Professor Stuart Palmer

Acting Vice-Chancellor

Warwick University

I am pleased to respond to your request for an evaluation of Dr. Trefethen for the post of Director, Centre for Scientific Computing.  I have divided my response into two documents as I would like to first comment on your defining document entitled “Director of The Centre for Scientific Computing -- FURTHER PARTICULARS”. As my comments on this are quite independent of the applicant (although they impact applications of all candidates including Anne), I believe it is fair to separate the general comments from those on Anne.  

I see your defining document as describing a wonderful vision, which clearly identifies the importance of computation both in general and in areas of particular importance to Warwick. This idea has been implemented in several different ways (by me among others!) with important differentiating characteristics including:

· Emphasis of the director’s role. This could be the research function or the HPCC infrastructure. In the USA, Horst Simon (LBL) and Paul Messina (Caltech) tend to the latter role while for example Michael Heath (UIUC Computational Science) or Larry Smarr (while at NCSA) had a greater role in the research agenda and vision.

· Integration with the Academic program. Some activities (such as mine) have tried to include both computational science research and new curriculum; these vary from certificates in scientific computing (some sort of minor) to fully fledged degrees in computational science.

· Relative role of what I call “sum over X of computational X” and “core computational science”. The latter includes computer science, computer engineering, statistics, applied mathematics etc. The former includes computational physics, bio-informatics etc.

· Finally (and more controversially) there is the relative role of “classic computational science” and “information technology”. For instance the technologies needed to support experimental data handling (say of events from a CERN accelerator) are quite different from Quantum Chromodynamics Monte Carlo simulations needed in the corresponding theoretical field.

Now is not the time to give a long discussion of these issues but I think evaluation of your candidates will depend on the choices you want to make in these (and other) areas. Correspondingly my letter would differ somewhat depending on the nature of your center.

In your letter you define “post of Director, Centre for Scientific Computing”  but then continue “ The University has established that its main academic criteria for appointment to an advertised Professorship are outstanding achievement in research or scholarship and capacity for academic leadership.” This suggests to me that the center is like a department led by a Professor. However I got a somewhat different impression from your defining document, which suggested a major infrastructure as well as academic role for the director. In my letter for Anne, I will assume a mix of academic and infrastructure roles with skills in the latter being important.

You discuss funding for 10 staff which seem to be faculty; I would expect that any successful center would need a similar number of people for key infrastructure positions: Consulting, training, visualization, systems administration, programming, administration etc. You will find these at the US centers analogous to yours (Caltech, FSU, OSC, Buffalo etc.) or at a larger scale at the major multi-university centers such as NCSA and SDSC(NPACI).

