EARTH SCIENCES

Job Prospects on Shaky Ground

Eoarth sciences in the United States are in
upheaval. The economic heart of the disci-
pline—mining and oil drilling—has shrunk
drastically. The Cold War is over, and with it
has gone the drive for “critical minerals” for
defense and national economic security.
Corporate employers in the United States
are increasingly looking for geologists
abroad, where most of the mining and drill-
ing action is these days. Environmental
remediation seems to have plateaued. And
the new Republican leaders in Congress
have said they want to get rid of the U.S.
Geological Survey (USGS).

These trends were all explored and be-
moaned last week at the National Academy
of Sciences in a meeting on “Education and
Employment Trends for Earth Scientists.”
USGS Director Gordon P. Eaton pointed
out that, as in physics, the Cold War and
energy needs “kept earth sciences very high
on the national agenda.” But predicted min-
erals shortages have not materialized, he
said, fossil fuel is cheap, and priorities have
been turned upside down. In 1983, for ex-
ample, the Geological Society of America’s
yearly list of its members’ interests was
topped by petroleum geology. Environmen-
tal geology was at the bottom. Now, said
Eaton, environmental geology and hydrol-

ogy are riding high: Water
has replaced oil. Someone
who can read the strata of a
toxic waste dump is far more
in demand than someone
who understands the history
of the planet.

The decline in demand
for traditionally trained geo-
scientists has created an em-
ployment picture that ranges
from flat to grim. In acad-
emia, Marcia McNutt of the
Massachusetts Institute of
Technology predicted that
as in many other fields, fac-
ulty jobs will “at best” hold at

Geology for the 21st century.
This section of the nation’s big-
gest Superfund toxic waste
cleanup site in Montana shows
the type of work waiting for the
next generation of geologists.
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The story is similar in oil.

News from the environ-
mental front was better, but
not by much. Russell Slay-
back of the American Insti-
tute of Professional Geolo-
gists said hydrology and en-
vironmental geology are
“no longer a go-go sector.”
The industry—which s
driven by federal laws rather
than by scientific or eco-
nomic interests—is now
“mature,” he said. And com-
petition is fierce, because
the ranks of environmental
geologists have been swol-
len by refugees from other
earth science areas.

What does this mean for
the earth scientist in train-
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a steady state. Government
jobs are faring no better, with cutbacks in
state geological surveys and retrenchments
at national labs. And in the private sector, a
lot of jobs are drying up or moving abroad.
Chief geologist Frederick Graybeal of the
mining company ASARCO said that of the
seven geologists he is currently seeking to
hire, five will be natives of Chile, Peru, or
French Guiana, where the company’s opera-
tions are located. “Five years ago 60% of our
budget was spent in the U.S.; now it’s 25%,
and next year it will be less,” said Graybeal.

ing? It means, speakers said,
that education has got to change—and fast.
“Today’s curriculum,” said Eaton, has been
“modified very little during a century-long
era” in which the great bulk of graduates
went on to the extractive industries. Now
geologists need to know much more than
geology. They must be in touch with chemis-
try, biology, and computer science, as well as
economics, statistics, and public policy. And
this change, speakers warned, can’t proceed
at a geologic pace.

—Constance Holden

Science Loses Its Own Ministry

Last week, fresh from his narrow re-election
by the Bundestag as Germany’s chancellor,
Helmut Kohl merged the ministry of re-
search and technology with that for educa-
tion, and appointed a politician with no
practical experience in science to head this
new “ministry of the future.” Surprisingly,
the country’s researchers seem pleased with
this turn of events. One reason: Kohl’s choice,
Jiirgen Riittgers, the parliamentary whip in
the previous government, is seen as
one of the key players in the new cabi-
net. Scientists feel that he gives their
new ministry added gloss. “This is the
right signal at the right time,” says
Wolfgang Friihwald, president of Ger-
many’s basic research funding agency,
DFG. “With this move, Chancellor
Kohl makes good his promise to pay
special attention to research. Jiirgen
Riittgers is knowledgeable about the
topic and is trusted by the chancellor
and his party alike.”

Kohl’s coalition, made up from his
Christian Democratic Party (CDU)
and the smaller pro-business Liberal
Democratic Party (FDP), lost votes in
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the general election a few weeks previously,
but its majority in the Bundestag was just
enough to secure Kohl’s re-election as chan-
cellor last week. A reduction in the number
of ministries from 18 to 16 had long been
predicted, and when the cabinet was an-
nounced on 17 November one of those econ-
omies was achieved by merging the research
and education ministries.

With an annual budget of some DM 16

Good connections. Education and science minister
Jirgen Ruttgers (left) with Chancellor Kohl and other
new cabinet members.
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billion ($10 billion), Riittgers’ new Federal
Ministry for Education, Research, and Tech-
nology (BMBFT) is no more wealthy than its
predecessors combined. Nevertheless, Riitt-
gers is likely to be more influential for several
reasons. The 43-year-old lawyer and histo-
rian has close ties to the director of the
chancellor’s office, Friedrich Bohl, and other
key government figures. “Riittgers has been
one of the decision-makers for a long time,”
commented the newspaper Frankfurter Allge-
meine Zeitung. The new minister is also rea-
sonably well liked among members of the
main opposition party, the social democratic
SPD, and bipartisan support may prove help-
ful in passing new legislation, as Kohl's gov-
ernment holds a majority of only 10 seats.

Although not a scientist, Riittgers does
have some science policy credentials. When
he joined the Bundestag in 1987, he took
over a parliamentary commission on techno-
logical development which led to the estab-
lishment of an office for technology assess-
ment. Riittgers also monitored Germany’s
activities in space for the CDU before he was
voted parliamentary whip.

—Michael Simm

Michael Simm is a science writer in Bonn.





