Federal Science Appointments

Joseph Palca’s article “Room at the top”
(News & Comment, 3 Nov., p 566) does
not mention one important post in the
federal science bureaucracy that the Bush
Administration did fill, on 22 May 1989—
that of Assistant Secretary for Science and
Education in the U.S. Department of Agri-
culture. This post is particularly important
when one considers the pivotal role agricul-
ture and agricultural research are playing as
the United States deals with the critical
issues of diet and health, food safety, the
environment, global climate change, the
challenges of biotechnology, and our na-
tion’s future as a competitor in science and
in the world marketplace.

Recognition of agriculture’s role in these
issues is widespread, as evidenced by the
National Research Council’s recent recom-
mendation of a $500 million new federal
investment in research to address them.

While it is true that the process of finding
people to fill top posts has been slow—in
part due to low salaries—full credit should
be given when a key position in science has
been filled.
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The otherwise excellent article “Room at
the top,” detailing the administration’s fail-
ure to fill second- and third-level science
policy positions does not discuss one impor-
tant issue. The salary levels of the second-
and third-level positions barely exceed the
salaries for upper-level associate professors
at the better universities. It is time to face
the fact that the quality of leadership in the
federal science agencies will continue to
erode until something is done to correct the
deficiency in federal salaries.
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Sewage Treatment: A Moral?

The controversy about sewage treatment
for Boston and San Diego (News & Com-
ment, 27 Oct., p. 440) pits the technical
judgment of respected academic scientists
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against the legalistic and inflexible Environ-
mental Protection Agency (EPA) bureaucra-
cy. The story contains an important moral,
perhaps several.

There is the moral of the “free lunch” that
actually costs more. When a group of friends
forms a luncheon club where each takes his
turn picking up the check, some pretty
expensive lunches will be ordered. And so it
is with sewage treatment plants. In the
halcyon days after Earth Day 1970, the
federal government (that is, all of us taxpay-
ers) paid nearly all the capital cost. There
followed an (over)investment in “gold-plat-
ed” municipal treatment plants with all the
bells and whistles—no great surprise to any-
one. (There is even a scholarly literature on
this subject, embodied in the Averch-John-
son theorem.)

Not surprisingly, also, as the federal cost
share declined—by law—municipalities be-
came more and more concerned about cost.
An analogous controversy is holding up
acid-rain legislation: midwestern congress-
men want “cost-sharing” for retrofitting old
coal-fired power plants with smokestack
scrubbers; they would otherwise opt for less
expensive means for reducing emissions.

Another moral emerges from the story:
with different technology, environmental
environmental results almost as good can be
had for a lot less money. In technical lan-
guage, the marginal costs of tighter control
far outweigh the marginal benefits from
such controls. (The resources saved could be
used for other worthy environmental,
health, or social goals, now underfunded.)

Again, this is not surprising. Government
has a long history of ignoring cost-benefit
analysis, as well as scientific-technical data,
in environmental decision making. Witness
again current acid-rain bills before the Con-
gress; the bills aim to remove 10 million
tons of sulfur dioxide emissions per year at
an annual cost of about $10 billion. But why
10 million tons—on top of the 8 million
tons already removed by existing legislation?
Why not 2, or 5, or even the whole 20
million tons? Is there a credible cost-benefit
analysis behind the 10 million tons, or is it
just a round political number derived by
counting fingers?
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California Evolution Guideline

The 1989 “California science framework
for public schools” (“guideline”) is de-
scribed by Marcia Barinaga (News & Com-
ment, 15 Nov., p. 881) as “the first such

guideline to include evolution as one of the
core themes that are central to the under-
standing of science.” Actually the 1978
framework, of which I was a coauthor, said
that “all living organisms on earth have a
common ancestor from which they have
diverged by evolution during about 3 billion
years” (1). The 1978 framework was unsuc-
cessfully challenged by creationists who
brought court action against the State Board
of Education, demanding that all copies of
the framework be recalled and that it be
revised to meet their wishes. The court
decision included a statement that “it would
be presumptuous for this Court to revise the
content of the Framework. . . .” (2).

This lesson seems to have been lost on the
present board. On 26 June 1989, its presi-
dent, Francis Laufenberg, told the commit-
tee responsible for the framework that “the
statement . . . indicating that evolution is a
fact and a theory is inconsistent with the
Board’s policy and should be corrected
wherever it appears in the document.” Lau-
fenberg simultaneously requested modifica-
tion of the passage that included summaries
of the National Academy of Sciences state-
ment on creationism and the ruling by the
U.S. Supreme Court on Edwards v. Aguillard.
The committee did not comply, and Laufen-
berg went over their heads to Bill Honig,
who made the changes.

Barinaga quotes Eugenie Scott as saying
that the “deletions were of little conse-
quence,” which underestimates their useful-
ness to creationists, and “apparently were
necessary for Honig to get approval from
the predominantly conservative school
board.” We shall never know this. It is also
possible that a refusal to revise the frame-
work might have mobilized support for
science among board members, some of
whom objected to appeasing the creation-
ists. Unfortunately, a signal was given to
creationists and book publishers that the
board was willing to back down when chal-
lenged (3).
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Costs of the National Aerospace Plane

George A. Keyworth II and Bruce Abell
state that “[T]he fundamental barrier to
reducing the costs of space launch with
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