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Report Backs Bigger Biological Survey 
Secretary of the lnterior Bruce Babbitt's ambitious plans to over- 
haul his department's ecological research got a warm endorse- 
ment last week from a panel of outside experts. Babbitt announced 
last February that he wanted to consolidate Interior's biological 
research into a new agency, the National Biological Survey (NBS), 
that would oversee an inventory of every animal and plant species 
in the United States (Science, 20 August, p. 976). The survey 
would also expand research on species and their habitats. 

A panel put together by the National Research Council (NRC) 
has now weighed in with its own blueprint-a report called "A 
Biological Survev for the Nationn-that sees the establishment of 
the s;rvey as an 'opportunity to organize the ecological research 
community and to expand databases of ecological information. 

The NRC report, from a committee chaired by botanist Peter 
Raven, director of the Missouri Botanical Garden, validates In- 
terior's vision for the survey. Babbitt wants it to prevent ecologi- 
cal "train wrecksn-such as the lawsuit-induced paralysis that for 
years prevented the government, environmental groups, and the 
timber industry from resolving the spotted owl controversy in 
the Pacific Northwest (Science, 20 August, p. 976). Indeed, the 
NRC panel envisions the survey as so important and so complex 
that it will require the combined expertise of dozens of research 
outfits-a "National Partnership for the Biological Survey." Such 
a coalition would include federal aeencies such as the National - 
Science Foundation and its Long Term Ecological Research 
(LTER) program (see main story), state natural resource agencies, 
the Smithsonian Institution, museums, universities, nongovern- 
mental organizations, and private land-use groups. "For the first 
time the biological community would organize itself as a national 
trust, like the high-energy physics community and the medical 
community have done," says panel member Victoria Tschinkel, a 
senior consultant with the Tallahassee, Florida, law firm of 
Landers and Parsons and former secretarv of the Florida De~ar t -  
ment of Environmental Regulation. 

The primary goal of a national partnership, according to the 

NRC panel, would be to organize ecological information in a way 
that's easily accessible to researchers, regulators, zoning boards, 
and other land-use decision makers. The panel recommends the 
creation within 3 years of a National Biotic Resource Information 
System-a "federation" of databases across the United States to 
archive historical data on species and habitat distribution as well 
as to provide current information on the biological makeup of 
particular tracts of land. 

NRC oanel members insist that such a database can be set UD 

without breaking the bank. "Sure, we need more data. But equally 
important is to begin to package what we have into more useful 
information," says panel member Frank Davis, a University of 
California, Santa Barbara, geographer. Davis says there's a wealth 
of data ready to be mined, including reams of aerial maps and 
other remote-sensing images. The problem, says Davis, is that few 
biologists are trained to use the information, which is also hard to 
find. "The technologies have evolved rapidly but are still foreign 
to many field biologists," he says. 

Survey officials have embraced the NRC recommendations. 
"It's a useful document, congruent with my thinking," says Tho- 
mas Lovejoy of the Smithsonian Institution, who helped Babbitt 
to set up the survey. Lovejoy says Interior must retain control of 
the partnership, as the NRC recommends, and that its existence 
mieht free UD NBS scientists for research necessarv to the man- - 
agement of Interior lands while keeping the survey small. "It ! 

I would be a mistake to think this is a massive hiring exercise," 
Lovejoy says. 

With outside scientists on its side. Interior now must attend to I 
Congress. Last week the House debated but did not vote on 
legislation to authorize the biological survey, and representatives 
were tacking on amendments that would cramp its activities on 
private land and impede the development of the biotic database. 
But the House appears likely to support the idea of a biological 
"national trust." 

-R.S 

tion. "Ecology can use global change money, 
but it won't get it if it doesn't do research on 
global change problems," Schneider says. 

But understanding the human impact on 
the study sites will require input from other 
disciplines, too. The 10-year. review panel, 
for example, recommends LTER incorporate 
social scientists as well. "Most [LTERJ sites 
haven't been set uo to take into account 
anthropogenic inputs," says UCLA sociolo- 
gist Richard Berk. Last month. at the LTER - 
all-scientists meeting in Estes Park, Colo- 
rado, several talks examined how to improve 
LTER's ties to the social science community, 
but the job won't be easy. "There aren't a 
whole lot of social scientists ready to partici- 
pate in this kind of work," Berk says. 

Humans aren't the only species that many 
scientists feel LTER has short-changed. Sev- 
eral ecologists say the program's emphasis 
on ecosystem processes has ignored oppor- 
tunities in population biology, evolutionary 
biology, and community dynamics. "LTER is 
an 'old-boys' club" of ecosystems researchers, 
says one prominent ecologist who requested 

anonymity. The 10-year review comments 
on "some perception of a bias toward ecosys- 
tem-level research." LTER's Franklin rejects 
these concerns and points to a few sites, in- 
cluding Minnesota's Cedar Creek Natural 
History Area, that carry out a great deal of 
population and community ecology. 

Other sites may soon follow suit. Botanist 
Peter Raven, director of the Missouri Botani- 
cal Garden and chair of the NRC biological 
survey committee, would like to see the NBS 
office work with LTER staff to better serve 
the survey's needs. One example, Raven says, 
is to supplement what Interior scientists know 
about nematodes; only 15,000 of an estimated 
500,000 species have been characterized. To  
adhere to the survey's goal of describing U.S. 
biodiversity, soil ecologists will have to roll 
up their sleeves and start digging for worms. 

LTER must also overcome a lack of com- 
parability of data from one site to the next. 
Aside from a handful of experiments, such as 
one to measure wood decomposition, "the 
power of the network of coordinated re- 
search sites has not yet been fully realized," 

the review panel states in its report. "It's 
something of an embarrassment to us, that 
we have relatively few comparable data sets," 
says Franklin, who chairs LTER's coordinat- 
ing committee. NSF officials have urged LTER 
scientists to develop standardized methods, 
but they don't want the work to consume too 
much time. "We don't want to bind up too 
much of our ca~ital-intellectual or dollar- 
in the process'rather than the prdduct" of 
environmental research. Callahan savs. 

Environmental scientists hope LTER can 
meet these demands in the coming decade. 
"It's time now to make a giant leap forward 
and create a conceptual framework of what 
society needs to know, and what the LTER 
sites can provide," says University of Wash- 
ington conservation biologist James Karr. NSF 
wants to provide a financial springboard by 
increasing LTER's budget in 1994, although 
a precise figure has not been determined. 

Franklin, for one, accepts the challenge. 
"The question is how much we choose to do 
with this opportunity," he says. 

-Richard Stone 
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