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IRIS is a consortium of over 100 US universities dedicated 
to the operation of science facilities for the acquisition, 
management, and distribution of seismological data. 
IRIS Data Services is a Directorate within IRIS that, as 
the name implies, provides services in the areas of 
data ingestion, curation, and data distribution.  The 
Data Management System (DMS) is the only program 
within Data Services. The Data Management System 
is responsible for the information technology systems 
that support this purpose.
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I R I S  C o m m u n i t y

October 28, 2014
To Users of IRIS Data Services

IRIS Data Services is the link between the instrumentation 
facilities of IRIS (GSN, PASSCAL, USArray) and the research 
community.  Our goal is to make the data and products 
produced by IRIS and our domestic and international 
partners relevant, well documented, and easily accessible 
by the United States and global research communities. As 
part of our planning process, Data Services has undertaken 
a series of strategic planning exercises over the past several 
years.  In 2012 we undertook a major new planning activity 
to refresh the strategic plan that builds upon our strong 
foundation but leads Data Services in the directions the 
community identifies as most important. 
 
IRIS is a community led organization and I can assure you that 
IRIS Data Services welcomes your input as to how we can 
better meet your needs, focus our resources for your benefit, 
and listen to your ideas carefully so we can best determine 
our next steps.

As you read this strategic plan make note of directions it 
identifies but also help us improve it by making suggestions 
you believe IRIS Data Services should consider.  

Sincerely, 

Tim Ahern, Ph.D.
IRIS Director of Data Services
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S t r a t e g i c  P l a n n i n g

In June 2012 seventeen members of the IRIS community 
gathered together in Boise Idaho to spend two days developing 
a collaborative vision for IRIS Data Services (DS). Invited 
participants included representatives from the IRIS DMC, the 
IRIS GSN, IRIS PASSCAL, IRIS EPO, IRIS HQ and the scientific 
community, which was represented by 6 of the 9 DSSC members.  
Also invited were the major subaward recipients from the Data 
Services, the IDA Data Collection Center and the University of 
Washington. Prior to the event participants analyzed the 2009 
and 2003 DS strategic plans, the current activities and assets of 
DS, the DS self study program and other information relevant 
to the current trends in the industry. The two-day process 
engaged participants with in-depth conversation to produce 
a rich understanding of the current state of IRIS DS and where 
it will be able to most strategically move towards a future filled 
with challenges and opportunities. 

Participants List

Ahern, Tim   IRIS Data Services
Anderson, Kent  IRIS GSN
Aster, Rick   DSSC Chair, New Mexico Tech
Benson, Rick  IRIS DMC
Brudzinski, Michael  DSSC,  Miami University Ohio
Casey, Rob   IRIS DMC
Cox, Gale   IRIS DMC
Davis, Pete   UCSD
Koper, Keith   DSSC, U of Utah
McNamara, Dan  DSSC, USGS/NEIC
Slad, George  IRIS PASSCAL
Schulte-Pelkum, Vera DSSC, U of Colorado
Taber, John   IRIS EPO
Trabant, Chad  IRIS DMC
Woolley, Rob  IRIS HQ
Wu, Francis   DSSC,  SUNY Binghamton
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M i s s i o n  :  V i s i o n

Mission
To provide reliable and efficient access to high quality 
seismological and related geophysical data, generated 
by IRIS and its domestic and international partners, and to 
enable all parties interested in using these data to do so in a 
straightforward and efficient manner.

This mission statement has guided the IRIS DS since 2003 and 
is built upon more than a decade of successful operations 
and community support. It states our fundamental purpose 
while providing room for innovation in how we engage our 
community and the use of the data we collect.

Vision 2003
The IRIS DS will be a leader in the archival and dissemination of 
seismic and related data to and from anywhere in the world.  
Furthermore we will be a resource for technology supporting 
scientific analysis of these data.

Vision 2012
IRIS Data Services will continue to be the worldwide leader 
in the collection, curation, and distribution of global time 
series data including seismic and related geophysical data. 
Furthermore we will continue to lead the community in 
developing modern methodologies of distributing scientific 
data to the research community.  Data Services will continue 
to improve the quality of the data and metadata we manage, 
and develop methods to engage the broad community of 
users to continue data quality enhancements.  DS will be a 
primary resource supporting scientific analysis of these data by 
the broad scientific community.

This vision serves to show what future IRIS Data Services aspires 
to achieve. It is an expectation that requires improving core 
competencies in order to support and inspire actions to move 
the organization in new directions. This will keep IRIS Data 
Services from becoming complacent and make it relevant to 
the ever-changing future. 
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Visionary Goals

IRIS DS has set goals that will keep us 
relevant and valuable to the international 
seismological community. These goals 
are a balance between optimizing our 
abilities to achieve our fundamental 
responsibilities and developing innovative 
initiatives that both build and provide 
greater value to the community. 

Simplified Data Management

Sustainable Reliable Archive

Intuitive Data Access 

Stellar Science Facilitation 

Diverse Data /Integration

Transparent Data Quality

Innovative Enabling Data Products 

Diversified Funding  

Connected Generations/Disciplines
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V i s i o n a r y  G o a l s

Simplified Data Management

Sustainable Reliable Archive

Intuitive Data Access

Stellar Science Facilitation

Diverse Data /Integration

IRIS DS handles most data with an automated 
data management system that makes it 
easy to move data from “Dirt to Desktop” 
(sensors in the field to users’ computers). The 
system is supported by international data 
access, software and I/O standardization, 
simplified meta data management, local data 
synchronization, and staff active in outreach, 
training and federated data exchange.

IRIS DS maintains, upgrades and replaces as 
necessary our data archiving system to assure 
that it is capable and flexible enough to serve 
the needs of the community.

IRIS DS provides an easy to use, decentralized, 
responsive, seamless data access and 
management system.

IRIS DS provides the means to make it easier 
for the community to perform ambitious 
customized science by providing access to 
computational resources. 

IRIS DS enables the integration of diverse 
geoscience data sets (formats & access 
methods) in both geological location and 
technical setting.

In the next 5 years IRIS DS aims to achieve:
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Transparent Data Quality

Innovative Enabling 
Data Products 

Diversified Funding 

Connected Generations &  
Disciplines

IRIS DS estimates, improves, insures, and 
measures the quality of data in order to be “the 
trusted source” for data in the community. It 
offers data quality estimation and visualization 
capabilities as a service to the broad 
international community.

IRIS DS has data products that provide greater 
value to end users and the organization itself.

IRIS DS has stable long-term funding from a 
broad and diverse funding base that includes 
private and international sources. 

IRIS DS engages next-generation scientists 
through internships, group analysis, and online 
collaboration resources.
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Strategic Directions

IRIS DS has identified three over arching 
Strategic Directions. These directions broadly 
show what IRIS DS will be doing to achieve 
its goals. Each of the strategic directions 
has supporting strategies that will drive that 
direction. The strategies, in turn, are associated 
with critical success factors that are necessary 
to ensure success.

I. Engage & Advance the Community

II. Transform Data Management

III. Focus Resource Management    

Engage the Science Community 
Expand Outreach to the Scientific User Community
Broaden the User Base   
Promote Capabilities Broadly  
Influence Governance        
Incentivize International Data Access

Improve Data Quality   
Revolutionize Data Handling

Diversify & Expand Funding   
Identify and Understand Priorities
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I. Engage & Advance the Community

Strategies Critical Success Factors

Engage the Science Community

 
Expand Outreach to the Scientific 
User Community

Broaden the User Base

   

Broadly Promote Capabilities

  

Influence Governance

Incentivize International 
Data Access

Well-defined communications in place
A responsive consortium
Outreach is a core priority

Outreach is a core priority
Provide compelling scientific opportunities
Target audiences are defined

Needs of new users are understood
Data sources are expanding
Communications with new communities
The needs and interests of our users  are 
understood(formats, use cases)

Enhanced outreach
Dedicated staff
Expanded interdisciplinary
communications

Management is receptive
Diversify BOD with new perspectives
Clarify role of governance
Improved communications 
between BOD & 

Maintain long-term persistence
Promote the use of MUSTANG by  
international networks
Institute flexible and diplomatic policies
Document incentives for data sharing

IRIS DS realizes the importance of developing proactive, 2-way relationships with the 
science community in order to expand awareness of our work, increase our ability 
to positively influence community direction, and to expand access to local and 
international data. The strategies we will follow to move us forward as an organization 
and strengthen the community as a whole are as follows.



II. Transform Data Management

Strategies Critical Success Factors

Improve Data Quality 

 

Revolutionize Data Handling 

Place MUSTANG into operation
Engage data providers
Publicly display QA metrics
Create pan-IRIS plan with defined metrics

Engage instrumentation groups
Get new instrumentation
Do Instrument and software development 
to produce a “Dirt to Desktop” capability

IRIS will achieve its vision of being the data management leader in the area of 
seismology by setting the bar for seismological data quality and handling.  In order to 
do this IRIS DS intends to follow these strategies:

III. Focus Resource Management    

Strategies Critical Success Factors

Diversify & Expand Funding 

 

Understand Priorities

Connect to diversified NSF funding 
sources
Show we can attract funding from non-
NSF sources
Participate in overall business 
development
Define attractive targets
Develop a reward structure mechanism

Define a clear vision
Engage the BOD & DSSC 
Develop clear understanding 
of activities
Define core services

To continue to provide excellent service with available resources, and to avoid creep 
in scope, IRIS DS will clearly identify priorities and, with HQ, develop additional sources 
of funding.  This strategic direction requires us to:
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Disparate User Expectations 

Unprioritized Scope

Debilitating Inertia

Neglected Fund Raising 

Unrealized Quality Control System

Restricted Customer Base

Protectionist Data Policies 

Undervalued Core Maintenance
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Obstacles & Challenges

IIRIS DS has several significant but manageabe 
obstacles and challenges before it. Addressing 
user expectations, and prioritization of its tasks, 
will help address many of these challenges.  An 
active dialogue with our diverse community 
of users and data providers will help focus 
resources and extend IRIS DS in directions that 
will help it address its challenges.



Disparate User Expectations 

Unprioritized Scope

Debilitating Inertia

Neglected Fund Raising

IRIS DS supports a number of [target] audiences 
with differing needs, skill levels, and abilities.  It 
is a challenge to meet diverse data access 
expectations in the most intuitive and useful 
ways.

IRIS DS is facing increased community needs/
demands without a corresponding increase 
in funding or agency capacity. Both the 
community and IRIS appreciate and expect 
free, open, and seamless access services that 
keep pace with scientific ambitions and rapidly 
growing data volumes.  It is a challenge. There 
is a need to be more pragmatic and clear 
regarding what demands IRIS DS will meet and 
what scope of work it provides.

In  a world of growing interconnectedness 
within science, institutional norms can introduce 
resistance to the adaptation that is necessary 
to meet emerging scientific needs and to 
interface with new technologies.  Entrenched 
business models can also become a barrier to 
progress.

IRIS has historically enjoyed high levels of 
funding and must adapt to a financial 
environment with more limitations and and 
increasing number of funding sources.  IRIS 
lacks expertise and experience in broader 
fund raising, and structural concerns that can 
disincentivize or complicate pursuit of a more 
diverse funding base.
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O b s t a c l e s  &  C h a l l e n g e s  c o n t . . .

Unrealized Quality Control System

Restricted Customer Base

Protectionist Data Policies

Undervalued Core Maintenance
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The assessment, quantification, definition, 
and understanding of data quality must still 
be determined. In addition there is variable 
data quality from different networks and 
there is not an international consensus as to 
what the agreed upon metrics are.

IRIS DS is funded to satisfy one paying 
“customer” (NSF), and can be perceived 
as solely serving seismological researchers 
working in a limited community that 
is commonly associated with natural 
disasters.  A lack of diversity of end-users 
may be exacerbated by the more insular 
components of the IRIS community vision.

There are several examples where Internal 
and external politics can negatively impact 
the ability of IRIS DS to collect and distribute 
data.

It is difficult to convince reviewers and 
funders of the importance of the mundane 
but foundational infrastructure issues 
necessary to maintain the primary functions 
of IRIS. Such as the parallel structures 
required to insure long-term data integrity 
of data assets and  providing a high level 
of system uptime, dealing with the complex 
international issues involved in data 
reception, and the replacement of existing 
systems, which is necessary to evolve the 
core infrastructure. 
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S t r a t e g i c  A c t i o n  P l a n  ( S A P )

 

Strategic Action Plan 
Number

Topic

SAP 1 Build bridges between data and HPC computing envi-
ronments, the so-called Cycles Close to Data initiative

SAP 2 Develop interdisciplinary access to Geosciences Data
SAP 3 Improve Communication between Data Services and 

its user community.
SAP 4 Simplify the DS Organizational Structure
SAP 5 Develop Comprehensive Quality Assurance systems
SAP 6 Establish a Technical advisory Board for DS
SAP 7 Establlish Data Provider Agreements
SAP 8 Establish a Data Acceptance Policy
SAP 9 Promote Web Services Globally

SAP 10 Expand standing committee representation to include 
other geo-expertise

Complete Strategic 
Action Plan URL

http://www.iris.edu/ds/

The result of the Strategic Planning process was the identifica-
tion of ten specific strategic actions IRIS Data Services should 
pursue in the next 5 year time frame.  The table above cap-
tures these  strategic actions.   The complete SAP (referenced 
at http://www.iris.edu/ds)  captures each issue in greater de-
tail, required actions that should take place, and whether the 
item results from the  strategic planning exercise, the external 
review of IRIS Data Services or both.  The SAP periodically up-
dates the current status of each SAP element.  For more infor-
mation consult the URL at the end of the above table.
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