
ACADEMIC EARMARKS 

Leading Pork Opponent 
Hog-Tied by Cancer Project 
Representative George Brown (D-CA) has 
earned a reputation as Congress' leading 
pork-buster, a man who never met a political 
earmark he liked. Each year, he stages a 
pitched battle against the dark forces of con- 
gressional patronage, launching one legisla- 
tive salvo after another to prevent lawmak- 
ers from sending millions of dollars to pet 
science projects in their home districts, cir- 
cumventing agency peer reviewers and con- 
gressional oversight. His attempts often fail, 
but there's never anv doubt that Brown is 
four-square against pork. 

Or is he? Science had learned that in 
March, Brown signed a letter asking for $6 
million in earmarked funds for an Idaho: 

Brown says he thought that was the program 
he was endorsing. 

If the member of Congress most familiar 
with the ways of earmarking can be confused 
in this way, Brown concedes, so can anyone. 
"I think the average legislator, when con- 
fronted with a letter like this, is going to sign 
it without recognizing that what he's doing is 
contravening an important principle as to 
how to get results from the taxpayers' money," 
Brown says. Twenty-six other representatives, 
many of them declared opponents of pork and 
two who chair House science subcommittees 
that authorize such programs, signed the 

based university consortium promoting an 
unproven and controversial cancer cure 
known as Boron Neutron Capture Therapy 
(BNCT). The request was turned down by 

I 
House appropriators, but last month thk 
Senate earmarked $2 million for the consor- 
tium as part of a $22 billion bill to fund 
energy and water programs. House and Sen- 
ate conferees may meet this week to iron 
out their differences. 

Regardless of the outcome of this year's 
budget battle, the Idaho BNCT program is 
one of the longest lasting and most divisive 
earmarks in science. Its 7-vear historv in- 
cludes three studies from prestigious inde- 
Dendent bodies recommending termina- u 

tion of the project, a national lobbying of- 
fensive by researchers against the project, 
two Science articles about the dispute, and a 
campaign within the Department of Energy 
(DOE) that led to the resignation in January 
of the project's chief promoter, then a re- 
searcher at DOE'S Idaho National Engineer- 
ing Laboratory (INEL). 

Brown knows all that now. But on 29 
March, in the course of an office visit from 
Richard Stallings, an Idaho congressman 
who had retired just afew months before, and 
an Idaho State Universitv nuclear engineer u 

named Merle Griebenow, Brown was only 
too happy to offer his support. 

"I did what I do for any respected col- 
league who hits me up and says, 'George, I 
got a letter for you to sign'-I signed it with- 
out going into the background of the situa- 
tion," Brown says. "I just didn't investigate 
it enough." The letter, circulated by Repre- 
sentative Michael Crapo ( B I D )  and deliv- 
ered on 3 May to Representative Tom Bevill 
( P A L ) ,  chairman of the Energy and Water 
Appropriations subcommittee, also supports 
a non-earmarked BNCT program at DOE. 

sufficientlv well in tumors. and have onlv 
recently learned how to measure boron con- 
centrations in cells accurately. In addition, 
the energy of the neutrons is critical (they 
must be powerful enough not to be stopped 
by the skull, but not so powerful as to damage 
tissue elsewhere). And there is still much 
disagreement on whether a U.S. reactor ex- 
ists that produces the right kind of neutrons 
in optimal quantities. 

Unfortunately, says Mahoney, BNCT 
"was ballvhooed badlv earlv on. It become a , , 
stereotypical example of science hitting the 
headlines before it was ready." Clinical trials 
in the 1950s and 1960s proved premature, 
and by the late 1970s, he says, BNCT "had 
gotten a really bad name." 

BNCT proponents were not discouraged, 
however. Nuclear researchers eventually 
learned that they need to produce "epither- 
ma1 neutrons"-those with energies between 
1000 and 10,000 electron volts, which pen- 

etrate to a tumor but don't dam- 
age tissue on their own. Mean- 
while. chemists develo~ed bo- 

I 
ron compounds that were bet- 
ter-but still far from perfect- 
at localizing in tumor sites. By 
the mid-1980s. savs one re- 
searcher, the biann"a1 interna- 
tional BNCT conference re- 
sembled "a revival meeting 
without the tambourines." 

Todav. more than two dozen , , 
groups around the world are 
working on BNCT. Hiro Ha- - 
tanaka, a neurologist at Teikyo 
Universitv in Tokvo. has been , . 

Under pressure. Researchers are lobbying Congress to fund treating people for some 20 
this Georgia Tech reactor for brain cancer therapy. vears and claims several suc- 

BNCT letter along with Brown. 
Indeed, the story of the Idaho BNCT ear- 

mark is virtuallv a case studv in how ~ o r k  
happens. Its promoters believe that the ther- 
apy is promising, but they say that federal 
agencies (mostly DOE) have failed to recog- 
nize its potential. "I'm not crazy about this 
method of funding," says Griebenow, the proj- 
ect's main promoter, "but I don't see any alter- 
native. I don't think DOE can get this done." 

The idea behind BNCT is straightforward: 
Iniect a boron com~ound that tends to local- 
ize in the tumors of a patient with brain can- 
cer. then irradiate the ~atient's head with a 
low-energy neutron beam. The boron ab- 
sorbs ("captures") the neutrons, readmitting 
a type of radiation that can kill nearby tumor 
cells without harming healthy brain tissue. 

The principle is "seductively simple," says 
National Cancer Institute (NCI) radio ther- 
apy researcher Francis Mahoney: "A little 
radiation, a little boron, and bang. But when 
you scratch away at it, it's very complicated." 
For one thing, scientists have yet to find a 
boron-containing chemical that localizes 

Lessful cases. Researchers at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
(MIT) and the New England Medical Cen- 
ter plan next month to start human trials on 
tumors in extremities. DOE distributes 
nearly $9 million a year to U.S. researchers 
for the research; the National Institutes of 
Health spends about $1 million. 

But Griebenow, who embraced BNCT 
research in 1984 after his daughter-in-law's 
sister was diagnosed with brain cancer, ar- 
gues that much more is needed. While at 
INEL, he lobbied DOE for a research program 
that would lead to restarting the mothballed 
Pcwer Burst Facility reactor and converting it 
for BNCT use. He got the research program, 
and became its director. But faced with a cost 
of more than $20 million, DOE resisted con- 
verting the reactor, and independent reviews 
from NCI, the Institute of Medicine, and a 
DOE advisory panel all recommended against 
a reactor restart for BNCT use. 

So Griebenow went instead to Congress 
and convinced lawmakers to back the pro- 
gram. His efforts brought INEL a total of 
more than $20 million for the BNCT pro- 
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gram over 7 years. Some of the funds came 
through congressional earmarks, and some 
after DOE agreed to request the money to 
get then-Idaho Senator James McClure "off 
their hack," as Griebenow puts it. Other 
groups were outraged. Researchers at MIT 
and the New England Medical Center com- 
plained that his earmarking took funding 
away from their own BNCT projects and 
from others in the field, and in 1990 a review 
by the Institute of Medicine concluded that 
BNCT was "not readv for clinical trials." 

Eventually, somithing had to give. 
Griebenow's aggressive advocacy had he- 
come an "embarrassment" to DOE, says one 
federal official. In 1992, the agency an- 
nounced the creation of the National Center 
for BNCT Measurement and Develovment. 
which would focus on  developing boron 
compounds and neutron-generating accel- 
erators rather than reactor-based sources. It 
then launched a national search for a direc- 
tor with a background in chemistry, which 
effectively eliminated Griebenow, according 
to DOE program manager Jon  Nadler. In 

January, Griebenow resigned and took a po- 
sition at Idaho State University to start the 
university consortium. 

The consortium-a collection of nine 
U.S. universities"-wants to convert a re- 
search reactor at Georgia Tech and start 
BNCT clinical trials hy 1996. Griebenow 
says he intends to continue seeking ear- 
marked funds for a portion of its budget be- 
cause DOE does not support clinical trials. 

The  consortium appears to be politically 
well positioned. The nine universities are 
represented by six members of the Senate 
appropriations committee. The newest 
member of the consortium is the Medical 
University of South Carolina, whose presi- 
dent is James Edwards, energy secretary un- 
der President Ronald Reagan. Peter Fisch- 

*The members of the BNCT University Consor- 
tium are: Idaho State, Montana State, Purdue, 
Emory and Washington State universities, the 
universities of Washington and Rochester, the 
Medical University of South Carolina, and 
Georgia Institute of Technology. 

inger, a former NCI deputy director who 
heads the university's Hollings Cancer Cen- 
ter, says the university does not expect to 
receive funds from the consortium this year 
hut is prepared to seek earmarked funds in 
the fi~ture. "Do I like this [f~lnding] approach? 
No. But I don't see how this can he galva- 
nized otherwise," he says. 

Brown says he  will fight the very earmark 
he supported earlier this year when it returns 
to the House floor, hut he hopes it will be 
killed by House-Senate conferees. Bevill, he 
says, "is fillly informed from numerous 
sources this is a questionable activity, and 
not just hecause it's an earmark. It's a ques- 
tionable program." 

Whatever the outcome, Brown says he's 
learned something from the embarrassing in- 
cident. "I'm drawing the conclusions that I 
don't sign any more letters before reviewing 
them much more carefillly than I did in this 
case," he says. And that's not all: "I'm also 
going to try to continue educating my col- 
leagues not to earmark, even if I ask them to." 

-Christopher Anderson 

NSF's Construction 
F o r  years, research universities have begged 
Congress to create and adequately fund a 
program to renovate the nation's aging labo- 
ratories, citing a $10 billion backlog of crum- 
bling bricks and mortar. This month they 
claimed a small victory-a doubling, to $100 
million, of the budget for a competitive pro- 
gram hegun in 1990 at the National Science 
Foundation (NSF) to pay for lah renovation 
and for large scientific instruments. The 
Senate seems willing to go even further: The  
report accompanying its budget hill tells NSF 
to ask for $250 million in its 1995 budget 
request. And the House Committee on sci- 
ence, Space, and Technology is now consid- 
ering some radical proposals to enlarge NSF's 
facilities program, along with a draconian 
measure aimed at stamping out congressional 
earmarks, an unsavorv offshoot of the dire 
need for construction >ilnds. 

The vehicle for these proposals in the 
House is a reauthorization bill for NSF, ap- 
 roved last week bv the science subcommit- 
ice. (The House is expected to'complete 
action on  the hill this fall, although the " 
Senate won't take up comparable legislation 
until next spring.) It would give the founda- 
tion at least $150 million for its facilities 
program in fiscal year 1995, which hegins on 
1 October 1994, and $200 million in 1996. 
The measure, proposed by subcommittee 
chairman Representative Rick Boucher (D- 
VA),  would effectively make the facilities 
program NSF's top priority by requiring the 
appropriations committees to allocate 
these funds even if the rest of NSF's budget 

Program Grows Up 
has to he cut to accommodate them. 

Boucher's proposal is applauded by lobby- 
ists for research universities, although they 
are skevtical that NSF alone can solve the 
problem. "I think it's a promising develop- 
ment," says Howard Gobstein of the Asso- 
ciation of American Universities, a group of 
research universities that ovvoses earmark- 
ing despite the fact that some of its 55 mem- 
hers have benefited from the vractice. "Al- 
though we'd prefer the full authorization 
[The hill would allow NSF to spend up to 
$250 million], those levels might be suffi- 
cient as part of a broader government-wide 
facilities program." But NSF officials are 
wary. "We have some problems with that pro- 
vision," says Ray Bye, who heads NSF's con- 
gressional relations office. "Our priorities are 
people and programs, and this approach dis- 
torts that order." The proposal is also expected 
to stir debate in Congress because it chips 
away at the authority of the appropriations 
committees to allocate money to each agency. 

Boucher's bill would also prohibit uni- 
versities that receive congressional ear- 
marks-funds awarded without agency peer 
review-from comveting for f~lnds from 
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NSF's facilities program. If that provision 
had heen in effect this vear, it would have 
excluded almost one-third of the 56 insti- 
tutions that received a total of $37 million 
last month in NSF's third round of awards. 
The  "double-dippers" include the University 
of Alabama, Birmingham, which received 
$1 million in competitive funds from NSF 
to renovate a chemistry lab after having col- 

lected $57 million in earmarks over the last 
decade for research facilities, and Tufts Uni- 
versity, which added almost $2 million from 
NSF for its chemistry facilities to some $46 
million already awarded in earmarks. 

The ranking minority member on  the 
subcommittee, Representative Sherwood 
Boehlert (R-NY), plans an amendment con- 
taining a more drastic solution-a ban on  all 
NSF filnds, including those for research and 
training, for those institutions that receive 
earmarks. Although the fill1 committee is 

0 

likely to reject the idea later this month, it 
demonstrates the depth of congressional 
concern about a practice that last year cost 
the government $760 million. 

f h e  House reauthorization bill also asks 
the director of the White House Office of 
Science and Technology Policy to develop a 
government-wide plan for a facilities pro- 
gram, of which NSF would he a part. The 
idea for such a program has already spread to 
the National Institutes of Health, whose 
1994 budget will contain $7 million for an 

u 

extramural construction and renovation 
program operated through the National 
Center for Research Resources. Last month 
NIH awarded $5 million in  grants for a 

u 

more limited program created last year, and 
this spring NIH received authority to spend 
up to $125 million a year. 

Such activity points to a f~lrther expan- 
sion of programs to fund university facilities. 
But unless Congress is especially generous, 
the f~lnding is unlikely to match the amount 
universities are now getting via the pork- 
barrel route. 

-Jeffrey Mervis 
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