SCIENCE FUNDING

NSF’s Hopes Filibustered

The prospects for getting a quick funding in-
crease for basic research at the National Sci-
ence Foundation (NSF) this year, and for
launching the “data superhighways” program
at the Department of Commerce, have gone
from dazzling to desperate almost overnight.
The lights went out when President Clinton’s
emergency supplemental request bill died last
week. As a result, scientists seeking new NSF
grants can expect funds to remain extremely
tight this year and next—unless something
dramatic comes along between now and Octo-
ber to change the situation.

The bill, whose main purpose was to pay for
summer jobs and highway construction, ran
intoa wall of opposition from Republican sena-
tors who argued it would run up the deficit
without any clear reason for doing so. In the
face of an unbreakable filibuster, the Demo-
crats have now withdrawn the bill, and it’s not
clear what will come next. For science, the
crucial part of the moribund package was a
section requesting $207 million for NSF in
1993, most of it earmarked for research. The
Administration hoped to get NSF back on a
track of steady growth, repairing setbacks that
occurred last fall when Congress curbed growth
in investigator-originated, or “curiosity-driven,”
NSF grants. Strategic programs—high-speed
computing, manufacturing research, and small
business subsidies—were allowed to grow. Had
the supplemental bill passed, it would have
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restored the cuts and expanded the baseline on
which the 1994 increase will be calculated.
Without that interim boost, NSF will be
hard pressed to get anything like the $3.2 bil-
lion budget it has requested for 1994. To hit
that target from the lower baseline, NSF would
have to receive a 1-year increase of 16%—a
figure that would be out of line with what most
other agencies are likely to get in 1994. A 16%
increase will be a “hard sell” in Congress, ac-
cording to Kevin Kelly, chief aide for Senator
Barbara Mikulski (D-MD) on the staff of the
Senate appropriations subcommittee that ap-
proves funding for NSF and the space program.
As a result, Kelly warned an audience at the
AAAS annual R&D colloquium that 1994
could be a tough year for all agencies, and
science would not escape the pain.
Commerce, meanwhile, will lose a $64 mil-
lion boost proposed this year for the new Na-
tional Telecommunications and Information
Administration. The primary effect, says a
spokesman, will be to delay the data super-
highway program 6 months. The National In-
stitute of Standards and Technology (NIST)
will suffer two setbacks, according to spokes-
man Michael Newman. It will have to do with-
out the $14 million it was slated to get this year
to start developing high-speed network tech-
nology. And it will have to reduce the number
of grants it hoped to award under the advanced
technology program. About 250 proposals
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have been submitted in the technology com-
petition now under way, Newman says. If
the supplemental funding had passed, NIST
would have been able to fund 40 of them;
now, lacking the $103 million increase pro-
posed for 1993, NIST can support only 15 to
20 proposals. What really hurts, Newman
says, is that many people who might have
been able to start work this year will now
have to resubmit proposals and go through
the mill again.

That might change if the White House
can salvage some of the proposals in the
stimulus package. According to a Senate
commerce committee aide, “there are lots of
discussions going on” about that possibility.
The Administration still plans to ask for a
supplemental appropriation—to pay for
peace-keeping in Somalia and Russian aid—
but it is not clear whether it will try to fund
high-speed computer networks once again.
Even the summer jobs and the childhood
immunization programs remain in limbo just
now. There’s been talk of shifting money
out of certain accounts and into the com-
puter technology program to get it mov-
ing—although, as the commerce committee
aide points out, “that’s already happened, in
asense,” because high-performance comput-
ing was protected from budget cuts in the
1993 NSF budget, even while basic research
suffered. But no new plan for brightening
the prospects for R&D—by either increas-
ing or reprogramming funds—has yet been
submitted to Congress.

—Eliot Marshall

Sex Surveys Come Out of the Closet

I¢s not often that an article in a peer-
reviewed scientific journal becomes a hot
topic of conversation around breakfast tables
and in offices across the country. But that’s
what happened earlier this month when the
March/April issue of Family Planning Perspec-
tives printed the results of one of the most
thorough surveys ever of U.S. sexual behav-
ior, and newspapers around the nation car-
ried its findings on their front

telle] study moved us forward substantially”
by corroborating data from other, smaller stud-
ies. But the survey also underscored the press-
ing need for additional research: Its sample
was relatively small—only 3321 men—and
an even newer (and smaller) survey has al-
ready disputed one of its most striking find-
ings, that only about 2% of men report a
homosexual encounter in the past 10 years.

Confirming and extending the Battelle
survey would have been slow work in the
Bush years, when conservative politics stalled
large sex research projects. The Clinton Ad-
ministration, however, seems to have “amuch
more positive attitude towards this kind of
work,” says Joseph Catania, a psychologist at
the Center for AIDS Prevention Studies
(CAPS) of the University of San Francisco,
and researchers are hoping to conduct new
studies in the next few years.

The need to learn more

pages. The survey’s statistics
about homosexuality, condom
use, and other provocative top-
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about the prevalence of vari-
ous sexual behaviors in the
United States and about how

ics stirred up a good deal of
scientific attention as well.
Experts in sexual behavior
are hailing the study, performed
by a team from the Battelle Hu-
man Affairs Research Center
in Seattle, as a major advance
inunderstanding human sexual
habits. Says Robert Michael, an
economist at the University of
Chicago who works on sexual

Total number of partners 11.0

Number of sexual partners
in the previous year
in the previous 18 months

1.2 (heterosexual only)

Number of occasions of
intercourse in previous 4 weeks 8.0

1.1

3.7 (vaginal sex)
7.3 (heterosexual)

All statistics are for men only. Because of differences in methodology, findings are not strictly comparable.
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points out Sevgi Aral, a soci-
ologist at the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention
who focuses on the preven-
tion of sexually transmitted
diseases. Only by studying
sexual behavior, researchers
say, can they hope to under-

behavior studies, “The [Bat-

stand—and staunch—sexual
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