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NSF Seeks to Improve 
Peer Review 

With a little help from the scien- 
tific community, the National 
Science Foundation (NSF) is 
now seeking ways to improve its 
peer review of grant proposals. 

The review is prompted in 
part by a report last fall from 
the General Accounting Office 
(GAO) that concluded that NSF 
should take extra steps to ensure 
fairness in its peer review system. 
The report found that the system 
generally works well. However, 
GAO said NSF should increase 
the use of outside review panels, 
monitor more closely the propor- 
tion of women and minorities 
among reviewers, and improve its 
system for calibrating ratings 
among reviewers. 

In the wake of the GAO re- 
port, NSF determined that the 

edited by RICHARD STONE 

I 

system "doesn't need an over- = House Jackhammers 
haul," says NSF deputy director I Transportation R&D 
Anne Petersen. Rather, she says, For a federal agency that brings 
NSF wants to fine-tune the pro- to mind asphalt and Amtrak, the 
cess, with revisions beginning Department of Transportation 
next spring. A lean NSF budget (DOT) does a surprising amount 
(see p. 748) instills a measure of of research--$947 million in 
urgency in any reform effort, 1995, on everything from bomb 
Petersen says. "Tighter funds will detection to aviation communi- 
challenge the system. We want to cations. But DOT research is 
be very careful in our decisions, poised to take a nosedive. Last 
because more people will have to month, the House passed an ap- 
be turned down," she says. propriations bill that would give 

Fmng apple pests DOT $703 million for research in NSF plans two for dis- is one project at in Muse bill. 
cussing reform proposals: a small 1996, 36% less than the presi- 
powwow for high-ranking mi- million in three areas-water dent's $1.1 billion request. 
versity officials in September and quality, integrated pest manage- At stake are several big R&D 
a larger forum for outside scien- ment, and pesticide assessment- efforts at Transportation, includ- 
tists next spring. Scientists with that were created in 1995 "to ing high-speed rail, air-traffic 
ideas for improving peer review help NRI be more mission-ori- control, bomb detection systems, 
at NSF can help set the agenda ented," says NRI's Sally R d e y .  and "intelligent transportation 
by sending e-mail comments to Such cuts, she says, would force systems1'-technologies for im- 
proprev@nsf.gov. NRI to fund only 210 grants in proving highway traffic flow. "It's 

natural resources and pest conaot fair to say most of these projects 
House Prunes USDA next year, 60 fewer than planned. will not be picked up by the pri- 

Research Budget Earmarks as well blighted vate sector," says Noah Rifkin, 
Eleventh-hour cuts and earmarks NRI's budget. Last month, an DOT'S director of technology de- 
in the House bill for the Depart- amendment from Representa- ployment, because the research 
ment of Agriculture (USDA) may tive Dave Camp (R-MI) trans- doesn't promise the quick payoff 
prevent the agency from awarding f e d  $445,000 from NRI to a that industry often seeks. 
more than 60 peer reviewed grants sustainable agriculture program Outside experts, meanwhile, 
next year in areas such as plant at Michigan State. A second give DOT research mixed re- 
biology and pest control. amendment from Representative views-which suggests that some 

House budgeteers targeted Joe Skeen (R-NM) siphoned projects might be worth saving 
USDA's National Research Ini- $200,000 fKnn NRI to USDA's and others scrapping. One booster 
tiative (NRI) competitive grants new Office of Risk Assessment. is Dennis McLaughlin, chair of 
program, funded to the tune of Together, the earmarks would re- aerospace engineering at Penn- 
$103 million in 1995. The White sult in a b u t  seven fewer grants sylvania State University, who 
House requested $130 million for in plant biology, says Rockey. The lauds DOT'S air research 
NRI in 1996, but the House- Senate, which traditionally fol- and says that cutting it would be a 
passed bill gives NRI only $98 lows the House lead on agricul- "gigantic" loss because of the need 
million next year. The bill would ture appropriations, will take up for more modem facilities to 
eliminate programs totalling $8 USDA's budget next month. handle the ever-growing amount 

from an unlikely brand of constituent: ecologists. 

former Senator from Colorado, hoping to turn that But there are signs that 

of air M i c .  
Others are more sanguine about 

the cuts. Kevin Dopart, a senior 
analyst at Congress's Office of 
Technology Assessment, predicts 
that industry will pick up where 
DOT leaves off on high quality 
projects such as satellite naviga- 
tion systems, part of the intelli- 
gent highways initiative. Much 
of what remains, he says, has 
made slow progress so far-as is 
the case with bomb detection. 

A DOT analyst says the 
agency's R&D budget should fare 
somewhat better in the Senate, 
which is schediiled to take up the 
spending bill next month. 
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