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SCIENCE

R&D in the New Budget System

Innovations in federal public management are usually triggered by trouble
of one sort or other. It is a classic and immutable sequence and worth think-
ing about amidst the congratulatory ceremonies of a bicentennial year.

Reform of government’s budgeting methods, 55 long years after the exec-
utive budget was first introduced, is coming about not because of the
tedious parade of annual deficits, but because of bitter quarrels between
Presidents and the Congress over fiscal responsibility. Congress came to
realize that it had yielded too much budgetary power to the executive, and is
bent on putting matters to rights. What is emerging is a complicated budget
control system. Strict limits on spending are to be self-imposed each year by
the Congress in order to enforce fiscal discipline based on appraisals of the
national economy and the relationships between ends and means. When the
means are insufficient to the ends, the Congress will have to cut the cloth or
face the necessity for higher taxes rather than the easy road of deficit budget-
ing.

All this is of more than academic interest to the scientific and technical
communities. Disciplined budgeting has its price, and part of the price is a
more competitive and risky context for the claims of research and devel-
opment. The good old days of incremental bargaining and friends at court
are on their way out. Henceforth it will be futile to try to shoehorn a little
more of this or that into the annual budget as it makes its tormented journey
through the two houses of Congress. The scientific community, along with
other unwary clienteles, will have to awaken to the news that the govern-
ment’s budgets are being made up with different rules. Hereafter the dimen-
sions and the mix will be locked into place well in advance of the budget
year. We are now in the transitional quarter between fiscal *76 and’77, but
the budget for 1978 is already on the drawing boards, and if the 1979 budget
amounts are to be affected on behalf of R & D priorities, the time is already
at hand.

It is now clear that there is no such thing as ‘‘the R & D budget.”” Except
for the National Aeronautics and Space Administration, the Energy Re-
search and Development Administration, and the National Science Founda-
tion, government agencies treat research and development as subordinate
elements in their program budgets. This means that the final amounts an-
nounced for research and development are an after-the-fact compilation de-
rived painfully from a multitude of program and functional decisions. This is
scarcely calculated to raise much consciousness on behalf of research and
development in the Congress as the Battle of the Budget wears on.

These and other facts of life came out on 15 and 16 June at the first AAAS
Colloquium on Research and Development in the Federal Budget. Some 200
persons assembled in Washington on short notice to examine the public poli-
cy problems in budgeting for research and development. They came from
the White House, the Congress, government agencies, universities, indus-
try, the media, and state and local government. A landmark AAAS report
by Willis Shapley for the Committee on Science and Public Policy (to be
published in August 1976) served both to demolish lingering myths and pose
issues for the future. For once, all of the concerned parties were brought
together in a lively exchange. If there were more questions than answers,
most participants went home having learned something worth knowing.

Henceforth the merits of R & D as claimants on an embattled budget will
have to be articulated more convincingly than in the past. Choices at the
margins will be made on pragmatic rather than altruistic grounds, whether
we like it or not. Congress and the Office of Management and Budget need
help in making a strong case for the advancement of science. The AAAS
Colloquium broke new ground, but it was only a beginning. To imagine that
the future of scientific research can be left to faith, hope, and charity is to
miscalculate the public policy climate.—WiLLIAM D. CAREY



