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Selling Science:

At What
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Price?

Federal belt tightening has driven a wedge between those who favor a more aggressive approach to
lobbying and others who urge caution. At stake is the size of future research budgets

The spacious conference room was filled to
capacity with gray-suited university and as-
sociation lobbyists eager to hear a debate
entitled: “Einstein in Gucci Gulch—Can
(Should) Science Make Its Case in Wash-
ington?” In fact, the size of the crowd dis-
turbed one of the speakers at last month’s
conference, sponsored by the American En-
terprise Institute (AEI). “I worry there is so
much interest in this topic,” says attorney
Ken Kay, noting that the need to lobby the
government would be so obvious to most
other interest groups that they would see no
point in debating the issue.

Not scientists. Until recent-
ly, universities and scientific
societies assumed that the best
way to win their share of federal
dollars was to make the low-
keyed argument that new knowl-
edge is vital to society and a
strong economy. Research would
get its fair share of a growing
federal pot, so the theory went,
and academics could stay above
the political fray. But the harsh
fiscal environment confronting
the 105th Congress that convened this month
is forcing many science activists to adopt
more aggressive tactics. Among the new ap-
proaches are rating lawmakers, setting up
networks to alert scientists of pending legis-
lation, and spending enough to make sure
the voice of science is heard in the corridors
of power. “We've got to do a heck of a lot
more lobbying,” says Donald Langenberg,
chancellor of the University of Maryland.
“Our old arguments and our old ways don’t
work anymore.”

However, others say that such efforts could
damage the typically bipartisan support sci-
ence has enjoyed since World War II. “You
start with considerable goodwill,” Robert
Walker, former chair of the House Science
Committee, told the AEI group. “I don’t
think you could find a [congressional] mem-
ber who is antiscience,” says Walker, the
Pennsylvania Republican who retired last
month after 20 years in office. Playing poli-
tics, like other groups do, will only alienate
lawmakers, he adds. But even Walker and
others who back a more conservative ap-
proach to lobbying encourage university ad-
ministrators and researchers to keep their
representatives and senators better informed
about progress in science and technology.
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The tension within the community stems
from the growing belief that lawmakers are
finally serious about eliminating the federal
deficit—and that they plan to do so largely
by cutting domestic discretionary spending.

“Scientists have not
grasped reality: Dollars
don’t fall out of the sky
anymore.”

—Rep. Steven Schiff

Although that category repre-
sents only about one-fifth of the
$1.2 trillion federal budget, it
includes all of the $35 billion
spent on civilian science (see
chart). In that environment, say
lawmakers, academics pleading
earnestly for increases that match
or exceed inflation are living in
the past. “Scientists have not
grasped reality: Dollars don'’t fall out of the
sky anymore,” says Representative Steven
Schiff (R-NM), who chairs the House Sci-

ence Committee’s basic research panel.

Counting votes
One group that believes it understands the
new realities is Science Watch Inc., created
last year by a group of senior scientists to ana-
lyze the voting records of House members in
the last Congress. The result—a report card
on 30 science-related
votes that found Demo-
crats were solidly pro-
science while Repub-
licans were generally
unsupportive (Science,
27 September 1996, p.
1793)—sparked a con-
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the congressional elections, were praised by
Democrats but denounced by Republicans
like Walker, who accused the group of “overt
subjectivity.” Walker says the report card
was really a referendum on Democratic poli-
cies rather than on science. Schiff and other
Republicans agree that the study was unnec-
essarily divisive.

Roland Schmitt, a past chair of the Na-
tional Science Board and chair of Science
Watch, says that partisan politics played no
role in the report. “The idea that the Demo-
crats put us up to this is 100% totally false,” he
says. “At no time was there any [analytical]
input from any political party or any congres-
sional staff.” But Robert Palmer, minority staff
director for the panel, says that he advised
Science Watch in its search for data because
his boss, Representative George Brown (D-
CA), has long advocated such a report card.
Palmer adds, however, that he did not choose
which votes to focus on. Republican staffers
say they were not involved at all in the report.

Apart from the controversy over Science
Watch’s methods and objectivity, some sci-
ence administrators oppose the very concept
of rating lawmakers on their support for sci-
ence. “I have real doubts about public lists,”
says Cornelius Pings, president of the Asso-
ciation of American Universities (AAU),
which represents 60 research-intensive uni-
versities. “They may make enemies where
there are no real enemies.” Charles Vest,
president of the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology and a member of the President’s
Council of Advisers on Science and Tech-
nology, told Science he worries that the effort
was “counterproductive.”
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Going down. Federal research spending would decline under any of
four budget plans aimed at erasing the deficit by 2002.
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But Erich Bloch, former director of the Na-
tional Science Foundation, defends the idea, if
not its implementation. “Science Watch is a
wake-up call to the community, although
there was much wrong in the first attempt,”
says Bloch, who is on the organization’s board.
Kay, a lawyer with Podesta Associates who has
worked closely with a number of science and
technology groups, says the message should be:
“Don’t give up the attempt to
energize the community—but
do it better.”

Some research organizations
have taken that message to heart
over the past few years. The Fed-
eration of American Societies for
Experimental Biology (FASEB),
for example, has emerged in re-
cent years as a lobbying power-
house on behalf of funding in-
creases for the National Insti-
tutes of Health (NIH). “A deci-
sion was made several years ago to put a
strong emphasis on advocacy of biomedical
research,” says FASEB executive director
Michael Jackson. And the organization is
spending money to back up that rhetoric:
One year ago, the group set aside $1.5 million
for a 3-year series of public affairs projects,
including the hiring of a lobbyist.

FASEB has a research and analysis opera-
tion to keep track of issues and avoid surprises,
and it prods members to make frequent con-
tact with lawmakers. Last fall, it set up a system
to reach thousands of university biologists
around the country via e-mail to warmn them
about budget and policy fights. After one
notice was sent out about an impending
congressional budget decision on NIH, over
1000 letters deluged Capitol Hill urging
support for the institutes. And FASEB’s ac-
tivities are bolstered by many other groups.
For example, a nonprofit advocacy organiza-
tion called Research! America has commis-
sioned polls and surveys that record a high
level of interest among Americans in greater
federal support for biomedical research.

Jackson points to NASA and to defense
contractors as models that scientists should
consider in toning up their political muscle.
NASA has a well-established public relations
network and a mission that captured the
imagination of a generation of Americans,
Jackson notes, while contractors are not shy
about touting their role in providing the ad-
vanced technology that the nation needs to
defend its borders and its interests. In con-
trast, the science and university community
has tended to believe that “its virtues are self-
evident,” says Langenberg. “There’s the feel-
ing that it is demeaning” to worry about poli-
tics. He says that while Pings might get a
decent response from AAU members if he
sends out an urgent notice, “it’s hard to gen-
erate a flood of 50,000 telegrams.”

“The idea that the
Democrats put us up to
this is 100% totally
false.”

—Roland Schmitt

Leading from strength

But Western Union and elec-
tronic mail aren’t the only ways
to be effective in politics. Two of
the greatest assets that the scien-
tific community holds, say Kay,
Bloch, Pings, and others, are its
high credibility with the public
and lawmakers, and the large,
almost ubiquitous presence of its
major employer—the university. Some, like
Vest, sense an increased willingness over the
past few years to marshal such clout. His uni-
versity, for example, has begun to convene
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meetings with congressional staffers to discuss
a particular topic. But others like Langenberg
are skeptical that the implications of the fed-
eral budget squeeze have sunk in.

Schiff believes that scientists cannot wait
to overhaul their message and their tactics.
“People have to pull together a more detailed
case about what direction research is taking
and why it is important,” he says. “And the
case has to be more than clichés.” Arguing
that more funding for science today will pro-
vide bigger paybacks in the future, he says, is
trite and, even if true, doesn’t set science apart
from the rest of those seeking federal funds.

Whether researchers cope successfully with
the changing fiscal environment in Washing-
ton will depend not just on what they say, but
also their willingness to sell it. “There is a
reluctance to do the hard, slogging work to
win the hearts and minds of elected officials,”
Langenberg says. Kay thinks that the com-
munity can learn a lesson from the Science
Watch imbroglio. “The bottom line,” he says,
“is that if you are going to be political, you'd
better be good.”

—Andrew Lawler

Judgment Pries Open Expert Panel

While much of the government operates in a
glare of publicity, the National Academy of
Sciences (NAS)—a private body chartered
by Congress—has always worked behind
closed doors. Now, the NAS, which forms
expert panels that advise the government on
scientific matters, may be dragged into that
spotlight. Last week, a court ruled in favor of
an animal-welfare group, which had argued
that the work of an NAS panel should have
been publicly accessible. The court rejected
the NAS'’s contention that, as a private body,
it is exempt from laws requiring government
bodies to open their meetings to the public.

The academy says it is still analyzing the
decision and expects to appeal the case. But
NAS Executive Director William Colglazier
said shortly before the decision that it was
“probably one of our most important law-
suits.” An adverse decision, he said, could
“put a big crimp in the way the academy
operates.” According to a brief submitted by
the academy’s lawyers, the ruling will pave
the way for lawsuits to force other commit-
tees to open up their operations.

The suit, originally filed against the Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services (HHS)
in 1994 by the Animal Legal Defense Fund and
two other groups, claimed that an NAS panel
revising the federal Guide for the Care and Use of
Laboratory Animals should have been subject to
the 1972 Federal Advisory Committee Act
(FACA), which mandates public access to
meetings and materials used by a government
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advisory panel. The plaintiffs cited a passage
buried in a Supreme Court decision 8 years ago
in a different FACA case, in which the court
referred to the academy as an example of a
“quasi-public” institution that would be subject
to the law if it formed a panel whose advice was
“utilized” by a federal agency.

The plaintiffs lost in the U.S. District
Court in Washington, D.C., but a three-judge
panel of the D.C. appeals court overturned
that ruling on 10 January. The judges agreed
that the animal-guidelines committee “must
be regarded as utilized by HHS because [HHS]
relies on the committee’s work product and
because [the panel] was formed by the NAS, a
quasi-public entity.” Washington, D.C., at-
torney Eric Glitzenstein, who argued the case,
says the ruling may apply to any academy
panel formed at the request of a federal
agency, except in matters involving national
security, personal privacy, or trade secrets.
Adds Washington, D.C., lawyer Robert Char-
row, a former HHS attorney, “If they don’t
open the meetings, someone’s going to sue
them and hold up this opinion.”

The NAS argued that opening up its pan-
els “would seriously undermine the Aca-
demy’s independence,” and “candid exchange
among committee members ... would be in-
hibited.” The academy hopes this argument
will persuade the court to rehear the case; if
not, it could appeal to the Supreme Court.
But Charrow predicts the decision will stand.

—Jocelyn Kaiser
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