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EDITORIAL

Strategic Goals on an NIH Model

Senator Barbara Mikulski’s (D-MD) definition of “strategic goals” for research using the
National Institutes of Health (NIH) model offers an opportunity for legislators and scientists
to join forces and make research a productive ally in creating a better world (see Editorial of
11 February). What the country needs is no longer “a good cigar” but a good research policy
for solving the problems of a complex and ever more overlapping ecosystem.

The NIH, with its stellar record of achievement in health research, is an excellent
model for research on other frontiers. Numerous examples for government action immedi-
ately come to mind: (i) a National Institute of Transportation to help relieve the problems of
clogged roads, deficit-ridden public transportation, and bankrupt airlines; (ii) a National
Institute for the Environment [an expansion of an existing National Institute of Environ-
mental Health Sciences (NIEHS)] to prevent species extinction, handle toxic wastes, get
clean air, and prevent job losses; (iii) a National Institute for Immigration to examine in an
imaginative and objective way the true costs and implications of immigration, to ease the
path of immigrants, and to alleviate fears of job competition; (iv) a National Institute for
Public Safety to replace bureaucratic and political positions on the roles of crime prevention,
education, legalisms, and incarceration with good data and investigator-initiated ideas; and
(v) a National Institute for Defense to open up this area of research in a world in which
terrorism and small wars may be more of a threat than superpower war. Much research is
already under way in many of these areas, but many are not organized according to the
successful formula of continuity and investigator-initiated emphasis of NIH.

The model of a long-term goal designed around largely investigator-initiated research
is a tried and true formula that has worked in the past. The success of NIH, contrasted with
the dismal failure of the Superfund (which had little research or scientific input), is a case
history for all who need to learn the lesson of making policy without scientific input. If
government officials want to solve some of these very difficult problems, they can do so with
policy that uses scientific, not emotional, standards. Investigator-initiated ideas should be
welcomed even if they fly in the face of conventional wisdom and should be discarded out of
hand only if juries of peers consider them scientifically impossible. Needless to say, a supetfi-
cially attractive idea may be given a lower priority after more in-depth review, but the un-
conventional view should be welcomed until careful analysis indicates its impracticality.
Much of the emotion in the current immigration debate might be defused by a careful study
of the fate of immigrants, their contributions as well as their costs to society, the problems of
language, and so forth. Research has already ranged from a minor role in the Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA) to a stronger role in defense research and is recognized as a major
player in such complex areas as industrial competitiveness and immigration policy.

But can science and government work more effectively together? The recent National
Academy of Sciences—sponsored meeting of officials from the EPA with university adminis-
trators, industrial leaders, and bench scientists, in which a constructive spirit of “what can we
do” rather than “you’re to blame” prevailed, is an indication that it can be done. Other
agencies of government with great global problems still seem to think a busy person with
preconceived ideas and no research support can solve a problem such as drugs or crime and
then they are puzzled when the programs fail. Polio would still be a disease without a vaccine
if that had been the approach.

If we developed a goal-oriented but investigator-implemented structure in areas of
direct national needs following Senator Mikulski’s concept, perhaps it is appropriate to select
one institute that is designed for those ultimate national goals that no one can predict in
advance—the x-rays, the penicillins, the genetic code, the wireless, and the E = mc? that
opened up new vistas. That institute should be called the National Science Foundation.

If the research is to flower, a strong investigator-initiated atmosphere on the NIH
model must be generated by other government agencies and a willingness for flexibility and
adventure must be the attitude of scientists. Homo sapiens has achieved unbelievable control
over the world by innovation and flexibility. As a result we have a population explosion that
creates new problems, but these can be solved if we proceed rationally. It is time to see if
Homo sapiens can now devise social structures to match their mountainous problems.

Daniel E. Koshland Jr.
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