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Research for the
World Food Crisis

“...there is no equivalent collec-
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ity."—American Scientist, January-
February 1972, p. 91.
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LETTERS

Objectives of Agricultural Research

The state of social science research
in the U.S. Department of Agriculture
(USDA) and the state agricultural ex-
periment stations is indeed disappoint-
ing, as the Hightower report (I), the
Pound report (2), and Nicholas Wade
(News and Comment, 18 May, p. 719)
point out. Even more disappointing is
that there is little evidence of improve-
ment. The lack of increase in financial
and executive support for social science
research in the agricultural research
system is difficult to understand when
compared with repeated pronounce-
ments of interest in social problems,
including rural community development.

Wade places primary blame on Con-
gress, especially on Congressman
Jamie L. Whitten (D-Miss.) for the
paucity of support for social science re-
search in the ‘“agricultural establish-
ment.” While some blame rests there,
it is too easy to blame Congress for
actions or inactions that disappoint us.
Part of the blame must rest with deci-
sion-makers in USDA and the Office
of Management and Budget. For many
years they either failed to see the need
for a stronger research program in the
social sciences or feared to go to ap-
propriations committees with meaning-
ful requests.

Part of the blame also rests with
social science researchers and their
program administrators. We have not
convinced budget-makers in the Execu-
tive Branch or members of appropria-
tions committees of the value of our
work. I know of no way to prove the
value of social science research. Yet, if
we cannot convince people of its use-
fulness, how can we expect them to
support it?

While Hightower’s Hard Tomatoes,
Hard Times and the Pound report
deplore the state of social science re-
search in the agricultural establishment,
administrators in USDA and state ex-
periment stations have not been callous-
ly blind to social and economic prob-
lems of farmers and other rural people.
Their agencies and institutions are sup-
ported by the public, so they do—gen-
erally very well—what the public pays
them to do. If the public appropriates
money to build chicken houses, admin-
istrators would be stupid indeed to use
such money to build homes.

Until we can demonstrate that social
science research is at least as useful as

SCIENCE, VOL. 181



research on boll weevils, I fear it will
continue to be “oppressed and poverty
stricken.”

M. L. UPCHURCH
Institute of Food and Agricultural
Sciences, University of Florida,
Gainesville 32601
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It appears that the Report of the
Committee on Research Advisory to
the U.S. Department of Agriculture
(1) was incomplete. One of the four
questions which the committee was sup-
posed to answer (I, p. 2)—"the extent
to which the scientists in the basic
disciplines relate their research to agri-
culture”—does not seem to have been
answered. My own answer to the ques-
tion is that, with very few exceptions,
the scientists in the basic disciplines
have not related their research to agri-
culture.

I am a practical geneticist, a corn-
breeder. I routinely scan journals like
Plant Physiology, Genetics, Heredity,
American Naturalist, and the American
Journal of Botany for research reports
of practical consequence to those whose
business it is to breed and grow better
crop plants, I have waited 20 years for
a molecular biologist to suggest ways
in which the Watson-Crick hypothesis
could alter our plant-breeding tech-
niques. I have been looking for 15
years for suggestions from researchers
in plant physiology about how the
Krebs cycle could be manipulated,
genetically perhaps, in ways to increase
crop yields or to improve other at-
tributes, I have even thought that the
tremendous advances in cytology
brought about by electron microscopy
could point out key organelles in cells
that could be monitored while the corn
plant—or another agriculturally im-
portant plant—was constructively al-
tered.

But I have been disappointed. The
leading figures in biological research
have not pointed out how their results
might be used agriculturally. Or if they
have, they did so in meetings I don’t
attend, or in journals I don’t read,
or in a language I don’t understand.
The general impression I get is that,
so long as their funds are sufficient,
the leading biological scientists have no
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concern at all with agriculture and
whether or not it can use their findings.

This is not to say that these basic
researchers ought to have communi-
cated with agricultural scientists or
have been interested in the agricultural
implications of their research results.
The conventional view is that the proper
end of basic research is the further-
ance of its own investigations and that
practical applications are incidental to
this end. Nevertheless, because the top-
flight basic researchers make little or
no effort to communicate with agri-
cultural scientists, they have failed to
stimulate the buildup of programs in
agricultural research in those areas with
the most promise of spin-off to key
agricultural needs.

The basic researchers’ ignorance of
agriculture and its needs must be recog-
nized as an important reason why funds
for agricultural research are not now
being used to support much topflight
basic research.

DoNaLp N. Duvick
6837 North West Beaver Drive,
Johnston, Iowa 50131
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Nicholas Wade’s recent appraisal of
agricultural research (News and Com-
ment, 1 June, p. 932) is one more
perspective on the elephantine set of
circumstances that have contributed to
both the successes and problems of this
research effort. He obviously talked
with a lot of people and collected many
of the personal observations that have
been expressed among agriculturists for
several years. His commendable inten-
tions in making these many-sided obser-
vations part of the public domain
should be acknowledged.

However, the emphasis on negative,
controversial, and inflammatory issues
to the near exclusion of the positive,
harmonious, and productive ones has
resulted in overly restricted conclusions
regarding the motivation of recent
changes and the prognosis for future
changes. When Wade states that the
recent reorganization of the Agricul-
tural Research Service (ARS) was
“undertaken for political reasons,” he
is confusing means with objectives. As
one who had considerable responsibility
for that reorganization, I can say that
the primary objective was to increase
the capability of ARS to meet rapidly

- NALGENE®
FILTER UNITS

( X ] QTHE
TIME SAVERS

If it takes time, it costs money. Nalgene
Filter Units save precious time. When you
peel off the protective bag, they’re instant-
ly ready for use. These uncomplicated filter
units replace inconvenient glass, metal,
and plastic filtration equipment requiring
time and manpower to clean, assemble,
fuss with membranes, wrap and sterilize.

The Nalgene Filter Unit comes complete
with everything you need—filter cup, pro-
tective cover, support plate, 115-ml ca-
pacity suction flask with vented and cot-
ton-plugged sidearm, and membranefilter.
It’s pre-sterilized and individually pack-
aged in a sealed, plastic bag—ready for
immediate use without elaborate prepara-
tions.

This single-use, low-cost, reliable unit fil-
ters rapidly. Filtrate can be poured off very
easily. And it’s disposable—can be incin-
erated after use to destroy pathogens.

Available with a plain 0.20 micron mem-
brane (Cat. No. 120-0020), or an 0.45 mi-
cron grid membrane (Cat. No. 245-0045).
Buy them by the case and keep a supply
on your shelf ready when you are.

Order from your Lab
Supply Dealer. For full
details write Dept.
4207C, Nalgene Lab-
ware Division, P. O.
Box 365, Rochester,
N.Y. 14602.

£ -NALGE
SYBRON CORPORATION

Nalgene® Labware ...
the safe unbreakables—preferred by professionals

217



changing problems that required agri-
cultural research. A second objective
was to increase the ability of ARS to
work closely with the state agricultural
experiment stations on mutual research
responsibilities. That there were “politi-
cal” and administrative activities related
to achieving these objectives is. to be
expected but does not make those ac-
tivities a substitute for the objectives.
To leave the impression that this
reorganization was solely “politically”
motivated does a disservice to the
many ARS employees who view the
reorganization as an opportunity to
make improvements in the system and
who have responded with dedication
in trying to do so.

Similarly, the conclusion that “Things
will have to become a lot worse before
they get any better” does not acknowl-
edge a growing cognition among agri-
cultural scientists, among both state and
federal research administrators, and
among members of the Congress of a
need for changes in the system. That
one could obtain differences of opinion
on what those changes should be is

obvious because of the wide-ranging
activities and disciplines of agricultural
research. However, these differences
and the sharpness with which they are
expressed is, to many of us, real evi-
dence of the interest in bringing about
improvements.

Knowing the large number of institu-
tions and people involved, the con-
sequent potential variations in responsi-
bilities, and the progress which has
been made in identifying and moving
cooperatively toward coordinating mu-
tual responsibilities, I cannot help but
be encouraged and optimistic about the
present attitudes and efforts for changes
in agricultural research. Such changes
will ensure future successes comparable
to the many achieved in the past.

NED BAYLEY
Office of the Secretary,
U.S. Department of Agriculture,
Washington, D.C. 20250
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The Blind Technique

At a recent meeting at the National
Academy of Sciences entitled “Confer-
ence on carcinogenesis testing in the
development of new drugs” (23 to 25
May), it was suggested by Robert
Elashoff, a statistician, that pathology
specimens be sent to the pathologist
blind (unidentified). A spirited discus-
sion ensued between proponents and
opponents of this viewpoint. The re-
sponse of the audience clearly indicated
a polarization either for or against the
viewpoint proposed. Any discussion of
this important matter should take into
account a number of philosophical con-
siderations which are familiar to pathol-
ogists but may be less well known to
other scientists.

1) Many statisticians consider the
examination of pathology specimens
and slides analogous to the examina-
tions in a double-blind clinical study.
There are, however, irhportant differ-
ences. The placebo factor in treating
patients who are easily influenced by
psychological factors and expectations
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