EENEWS & COMMENT

Bromley’s Last Stand

On the eve of his departure, the White House science adviser rallies his advisory panel to
issue a hard-hitting call for university reforms

D. Allan Bromley’s reign as White House
science adviser may have been short on
fireworks, but Bromley has shown that he
intends to go out with a bang. On 21
December, less than a month before he
leaves to make way for the incoming
Clinton Administration, Bromley and his
President’s Council of Advisers on Sci-
ence and Technology (PCAST) tossed a
hand grenade into a simmering debate
about the future of the research universi-
ties. They released a major study warning
that the big expansion of academic research
that has occurred since the end of World
War Il is over, and urging the universities
and the federal research agencies to under-
take some painful reforms to accommo-
date anew era—including cutting research
programs if necessary.

Those scientists and institutions most
threatened by such a message may be tempted
to write off the report’s harsh theme and
tough recommendations as the thetoric of an
outgoing Administration that can safely be
ignored. But the message comes not just from
the White House but from the universities

Parting shot. Bromley will leave behind a report that
has tough words for government and academia.

themselves. And what they had to say about
the deep-seated problems in academia—sec-
ond-rate research departments, professors too
busy to teach, and ever-increasing costs—
will not go away with a change of occupant at
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.

PCAST’s report, “Renewing the Prom-
ise—Research-Intensive Universities and the

Universities SHOULD:
less research.

research and teaching.

earmarking

fellowships, and stipends.

tandem with education and training.

® Reemphasize teaching. This, PCAST warns, will often mean
m Base faculty evaluation and rewards on a balance of both

m Collaborate more with other universities and industry and
government labs, with the aim of conserving resources.

Federal agencies and Congress SHOULD:

@ Pay all research costs, including all legitimate indirect costs.
B Create a temporary facilities fund, equally matched with uni-
versity money, to rebuild crumbling university laboratories and
buildings. Lest this program be taken over by pork-mongers,
PCAST recommends that the projects be merit reviewed and
available only to universities that pledge to forgo congressional

m Establish a program of portable graduate fellowships and un-
dergraduate scholarships in science and engineering in each con-
gressional district, to ensure political support.

m Eliminate all federal, state, and local taxes on scholarships,

® Shift as much as possible the research conducted at govern-
ment laboratories to universities, where research is generated in

% Nation,” is the work of a presidentially
z appointed group that includes a half-dozen
£ university representatives and an equal
number from industry and independent
institutions. The panel held six meetings at
institutions around the country and received
testimony from nearly 200 academic scien-
tists and administrators whose comments
are peppered throughout the document.

The message PCAST took home from
this was clear: It is “unreasonable to ex-
pect that the system of research-intensive
universities will continue to grow” as it
has in the past decade, because of climb-
ing costs and increasing competition for
federal money. As a result, the panel con-
cluded that it is “ill-advised” for such uni-
versities to “aspire to excel in all or most
areas of scholarship.” Instead, they should
focus more on teaching, even though “in
doing so, many institutions will have to cur-
tail some of their research activities.” And
it calls on the universities to apply a scalpel
instead of a cleaver, cutting low-priority and
low-quality projects and concentrating on
the research they do best.

Some PCAST Dos and Don’ts

Universities should NOT:
m Develop or implement research or education programs that
would increase the net capacity of the system of research-inten-

sive universities.

m Cut programs across the board. Rather, they should maintain
those departments that are world class, and eliminate or cut back

if need be, the rest.

m Build facilities or programs without long-term prospects of

sustaining them.

plains.

Federal agencies and Congress should NOT:

m Continue paying a portion of faculty salaries. That practice,
PCAST argues, “artificially expands teaching faculties depen-
dent on federal sources...”

m Encourage universities to embark on new research programs or
building facilities where there is little long-term prospect of sus-
taining those programs.

m Continue recasting government labs, such as the national
laboratories of the Department of Energy, as basic research labs in
competition with universities. Government labs “have the ben-
efit of superior resources, are not burdened by educational respon-
sibilities, and are not subject to the same type of merit review that
ensures high standards of academic research,” the report com-
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Not that the message is all bitter; there
are plenty of comments and recommenda-
tions that the university community will find
palatable (see box). PCAST, for example,
accuses the federal laboratories of unfairly
competing with universities for research
dollars as they look

Shapiro, knows just how difficult it may be to
convince universities of that; as the presi-
dent of Princeton, Shapiro is in the midst of
a lengthy restructuring exercise along the
lines that the report recommends. Yet each
decision must be worked out with the fac-

ulty—the group most

around for a mission
in the post-cold war
world. It shames Con-
gress for indulging in
pork-barrel funding of
science projects. And

“Even the most presti-
gious university can no
longer aspire to having

threatened by cuts.
Progress, needless to
say, has been slow.
Shapiro, who says
theintent is to recover
some of the teaching

it criticizes the execu- departments in every values that excessive
tive branch for usingar- oy emphasis on research
cane accounting rules human endeavor. left behind, hopes the
that fail to reimburse -D. Allan Bromley  ¢Port will have a na-

the full indirect costs
of university research.

Against that background, the panel urges
universities and federal agencies to “refrain
from developing or implementing research
or education programs that would increase
the net capacity of the system of research-
intensive universities.” For the universities,
this means resisting the temptation to set up
new research institutes and programs to at-
tract new money without cutting existing
projects. And for the government, it means
not launching initiatives that would expand
the academic research base without making
compensatory cuts.

This is sure to prove controversial. Ac-
cording to James McCullough, a White
House staff member who worked on the re-
port, the panel had in mind politically popu-
lar initiatives like the Experimental Pro-
gram to Stimulate Competitive Research
(EPSCOR), which helps states that don’t
receive much federal research funding set
up programs to attract more grants in the
future. Congress added $5 million to the
National Science Foundation’s $20 million
EPSCOR request this year, and the program
is seen as a good way to address inequities in
federal funding. But it also has a tendency to
swell the overall pool of scientists expecting
grants. Given the current budgetary fore-
cast, PCAST argues, more EPSCOR-cre-
ated research mouths to feed only increases
the chance of an eventual famine.

This language “is not intended to freeze out
the have-nots to protect the haves,” Bromley
says. “The important word is ‘net’—some [uni-
versities] may move in or move out.” As panel
member Daniel Nathans, a Johns Hopkins
Nobel Prize-winning biologist, puts it, “We
certainly wouldn’t want to discourage small
universities from rising to the top.”

Bromley is well aware that the universi-
ties may be uncomfortable with the overall
theme of the report. “Change is always un-
pleasant,” he says. “But even the most presti-
gious university can no longer aspire to hav-
ing departments in every human endeavor.”
Bromley’s cochair on the panel, Harold

tional impact, but he
warns that “the solu-
tions will be quite different at each univer-
sity.” Adds Robert Rosenzweig, the president
of the Association of American Universities,

NATIONAL SCIENCE FOUNDATION

“All the easy things have already been done—
now you're asking people which of their chil-
dren they want to sacrifice.”
Bromley, who evidently sees the report as
a major part of his legacy as science adviser,
has asked President Bush to commend it to
President-elect Bill Clinton as a nonpartisan
clarion call that should not be allowed to
gather dust with the rest of the outgoing
Administration’s policy papers. He is also
pitching the report to the Clinton transition
team as a worthy policy pursuit. And he is
shopping it around Congress in the hopes
that several committees will hold hearings
on its recommendations in the new year.
“Perhaps for some people [the report] will
paint too pessimistic a picture of future fund-
ing,” says Nathans. But a more muted call
would probably have been ignored. The re-
verberations of this report are likely to persist
long after Bromley leaves the White House.
—Christopher Anderson

‘Strategic Research’ Wins the Day

After 6 months of turmoil at the National
Science Foundation (NSF) over whether
the agency should obey a congressional di-
rective to shift funds into “strategic research”
—science aimed at national industrial and
economic needs—the results are finally in:
Like it or not, it’s happening. Although
NSF’s total research allocation this year is
actually less than last year, it will spend nearly
$100 million more in four strategic areas than
it did in 1992.

These increases are detailed in NSF’s 1993
operating plan, which was submitted to Con-
gress on 21 December. The agency will spend
$17 million more than in 1992 on manufac-
turing research and education, $38 million
more on advanced materials and processing,
$17 million more on biotechnology, and $25
million more on high-performance comput-
ing and communications. NSF will also chan-
nel a $5 million congressionally mandated
increase in the Small Business Innovation
Research program to the four areas.

These same strategic research areas are
the subject of government-wide “crosscut”
initiatives under the umbrella of the Federal
Coordinating Council on Science, Engineer-
ing, and Technology. As such, NSF had
marked them for big increases in its original
budget request for this year. But in a year
when NSF’s overall $2.21 billion request
for research and related activities was cut to
$1.86 billion—$14 million below last year’s
figure—protecting these strategic areas means
even bigger cuts in basic research. Since sci-
entists sent in more than 800 letters last year,
mostly urging NSF not to shift funds into
strategic research, these cuts to core research
programs suggest even bigger battles to come.
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Two groups who are likely to scream the
loudest are the physicists and the astrono-
mers. Physics research will get $10 million
less this year than the $138 million NSF
spent last year. And astronomy will drop
$9 million, to $103 million. Most of the rest
of the pain is spread in small doses across the
agency, leaving most programs outside the
strategic areas at or slightly below their 1992
levels. Given that NSF is also planning to
increase average grant size this year, “there
are going to be a lot fewer grants, especially
for new people,” says Robert Park of the
American Physical Society.

But as painful as this year’s budget sacri-
fices will be, they could have been worse.
When the Senate, in its appropriations re-
port for NSF’s 1993 budget, demanded more
emphasis on strategic research, NSF went
into full damage control mode. The National
Science Board created a special Commission
on the Future of the NSF to get the com-
munity’s reaction; not surprisingly, it came
back with a strong endorsement of the status
quo—a continued focus on basic research.
That may have tempered further shifts.

Congress is satisfied with NSF’s response,
at least for the moment. Both the Senate and
the House appropriations committees have
approved the operating plan. But the battle
over NSF’s role in strategic research is ex-
pected to resume in budget hearings later this
year. “NSF can either keep trying to stave off
the intrusions,” says Darryl Chubin, an ana-
lyst with the congressional Office of Tech-
nology Assessment, “or it can take this op-
portunity to start taking the [strategic re-
search] issue seriously.”

—Christopher Anderson
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