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Ups and Downs in Research Support

The United States debt is approaching its statutory limit. This fact is
the primary justification for the recent order to the Department of Defense
and other Federal agencies to reduce expenses. In the application of this
general order to specific budgets, one of the most drastic of the cuts re-
duced the funds of the Office of Scientific Research—the Air Force office
with responsibility for supporting basic research—to half of its appropriated
$16 million. Since $8 million was barely sufficient to meet obligations al-
ready incurred, new contracts could not be written and most expiring con-
tracts could not be renewed.

Repercussions were immediate, and went far beyond the enforced alter-
ation of personal and research plans of a number of scientists. According to
Aviation Week, one university announced that it would accept no more Air
Force contracts for basic research because of the difficulty of working under
such financial uncertainty. Scientific advisors to the Government and di-
rectors of military research programs protested that such sudden changes
caused irreparable harm to the military research program, that the sudden
termination of a contract not only produces immediate disruption but also
deprives everyone concerned of much of the potential benefit of the money
invested during previous years, and that the military services were weak-
ening their ties with civilian science.

These arguments have led to a partial restoration of the cuts. The Office
of Scientific Research has had its budget restored to the $16 million level.
But not all military research and development agencies will be so fortunate,
and, indeed, the restoration of this one fund is likely to be at the expense
of other research budgets.

Restoration of the Office of Scientific Research funds will be of imme-
diate satisfaction to the office and its contractors, but the basic problem
remains untouched, and is in fact well illustrated by the rapidity of the
recent reduction and restoration. The officers responsible for research plan-
ning and administration understand clearly that basic research is an inves.-
ment, that one cannot walk into a research laboratory and buy a bit of
research off the shelf. They know that time is required to organize an effec-
tive research staff and program, and that the return on money invested in
basic research is normally a cumulative one spread over a number of years.
These points are widely understood, but not widely enough, so it is en-
couraging to note the understanding of the nature of basic research ex-
pressed by the new Secretary of Defense in his first press conference.

The fundamental problem involved cannot be solved until the impor-
tance of continuity is generally recognized. Permanence of support of a
particular contract is not necessary and neither is a steadily rising budget,
but continuity and advance planning are. A moderately steady amount, at
any level, will bring a better research return than will widely fluctuating
amounts that average at the same level. The current difficulties provide an
object lesson on the importance of damping out big swings in basic research
expenditures, just as the current pressure to catch up on the earth satellite
program points up the error of the erratic earlier support of rocket research.

This is one aspect of a more general issue. The military services have
decided that they should contribute to the support of basic research. Al-
though this decision has executive and legislative endorsement, it does not
yet have unanimous support throughout the Department of Defense. Never-
theless, the decision will probably prevail, and the services will continue to
support basic research. That being the case, it appears to be an obligation
of the officers and civilians responsible for over-all administration to consult
with their own research administrators and to learn how to make the mili-
tary support as effective as possible.—D.W.
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