
NRC AT A GLANCE I 

Is the NRC Ready for Reform? 
Critics from within and outside the National Research Council say it needs to become leaner, more 

responsive, and more open. Can the 81-year-oldinstitution learn new tricks? 

A l l  seemedcalmand sidingwith critics of two NRC studi-ne federal government, [thecouncil] will disap-
collegial last month recommending new guidelines on animal pear," saysHarvardUniversityphysicistRich-
at theNational Aca- care, and the other analyzing the merits of a ard Goody, a longtime NAS member. 
demy of Sciences' large laser-fusion project+ould, if upheld, 
(NASs)gardenparty, force the council to open up its deliberations A voluntary "monstrosity" 
where the cream of and alter its process of selecting experts and No one seriously suggests that the NRC is 
the U.S. research reaching conclusions. "It would eliminate likelyto go the way of the Office of Technol-
establishment gath- the academy's independence, which is criti- ogy Assessment, the congressional think 

ered under a big white tent as part of the cal for our credibility," says William Col- tankdisbanded in 1995by Republicans bent 
organization's annual meeting. What was glazier, the council's executive officer. on shrinking the federal government.NASs 
not visible amid the wine and hors&oeuvres, AcademyPresidentandNRCChairBruce 1863charter, signed by President Abraham 
however, were the serious strains afflicting Albertsagreesonthe need forreform,butsays Lincoln, gives it a unique comer on the mar-
the venerable private institution, which is that the council's broad audience and the di- ket of providing technical and scientific ad-
both honor society and hard-working ad- verse views of academy members preclude a vice to the government. That expertise 
viser to the government. comes not from a small staff of paid experts, 

Those strains are particularly evident in I but from thousands of U.S. scientists and 
the workings of the National Research engineers-the vast majority of whom are 
Council (NRC)-the operating arm of the Founded:1916 not members of the science and engineering 
NAS, the National Academy of Engineer- Annual Budget: d76 million academies or the IOM-who each year an-
ing (NAE), and the Institute of Medicine swer the NRC's call to donate their time to 
(1OM)-which conducts studies primarily Total Staff: 1123 serve on committees. The result is a wide-
on behalf of federal agencies. Under the spread reputationfor independence and bal-
pressure of lawsuits, a stagnant budget, and Number Of Study 700 ance unmatched by other institutions. It's a 
internaldissent,academy managersareseek- Avg, Number of Annual Studies:200 system that other countries, most recently 
ing ways to remodel a conservativeresearch Germany and Mexico, want to emulate as a 
organization that takes pride in its slow, Avg- %of NASl NAE members on model for providing impartial scientific ad-
deliberative pace. NRC pands: 5.8% vice to their governments. 

Critics inside and outside the academy But those strengths can also be 
agree that changing the way the coun- 1200 weaknesses. A reliance on busy volun-
cil does business, although necessary, 
will be no garden party. The council, looO 

they say, takes too long to deliver its 5 800 
reports, operates too secretively,and is 

0 600too bureaucraticto copewith a govern- = 
ment bent on cutting costs. "It's in a 400 
little bit of a stressed position," says 

200M.R.C. Greenwood, chancellor of the 

teers, for example, makes it hard to re-;-
spdnd quickly to government requestsin 2 

- an increasingly fast-paced world. And $ 

- the procedures designed to ensure bal-
ance and accuracy in studies add layers- of bureaucracy to the process. "Every-

- thing gets watered down so much," 
- 20 complainsone congressionalaide. "It's 

University of California (UC), Santa 0 o abig, iterativemonstrosity," addsaformer ' ' ' ' m ' " ' ' 

Cruz, and past chair of a major NRC 1986 1988 1990 1992 1994 1996 NRC staffer. 
panel. "In the past couple of years, Belt-tighteningti-. Federal revenues, and the staffing Indeed, hundreds of studies are wind-
there has been more pressure [for the levels neededto do thework, havedipped in recent years ing their way through the NRC at any 
council] to move faster, be more effi- as the governmenttries to erase a budget deficit. given moment. A typical study takes 18 
cient, and be more directed in its rec- months and costs about $ 2 5 0 , m f a r  
ommendations." rapid makeover. "It" tough to changethe cul- longer and more expensive than comparable 

Someacademymembersaremorealarmed, ture," he says. In addition, Alberts and his reports conducted by private think tanks or 
citing a combinationof fiscaland legalchal- colleaguesinthe marbledbuildmgacrossfrom consulting firms (Science, 6 October 1995, 
lengesthat poses major dangersfor the coun- the Mall in downtown Washington are still p. 23). Academy officials say the results are 
cil. "A vocalminoritythinks things arereally recovering from a nasty internecine battle worth the extra time and money. What the 
off track," says one of those members. And that led to the ouster of Harold Liebowitz, customerreceives, they say, isfrequentlycon-
one concernof that group-a new NAS poll who was elected NAE president in 1995and sidered the definitiveword on an issue. 
of members familiar with the NRC found then recalled last spring. Most of those studiesarerelativelyprosaic, 
that 10%were dissatisfiedwith how it oper- Dealing with these crises has left the from the technical capabilities of the F-22 
ate-is that managerial overhead remains council's management with little time to fighter plane to the efficacy of waterproofing 
high, even though federal revenues have de- plot a clear,strategicvision as it entersa new membranes on concrete bridge decks. But a 
clined from a 1992 peak of $167 million. century, some members say. And that could fewexert a profound influenceon the waythe 
There is also fear that recent court rulings be dangerous. "If it is no longer useful to e government and the public view an issue. A 

900 
e 
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Two Strategiesfor Dealing With Dissent 
1 

For physicist Tom Cochran, the way the National Research authored papers with Livermore scientists,or had other connec 
Council (NRC) selects outside scientists and engineers for its tions to Livennore, Cochran maintains: "I don't see how thesc 
study panels smacks of good-old-boy networks and back-room guys conclude this was balanced." 
deals. In fact, his organization, the Natural Resources Defense NRC officials argue that the technical nature of the study re-
Council,has sued the Department of Energy (DOE)-the NRC's quiredexperts,and that thoseexpertsneeded tobe familiarwitht h ~  
client--aver the compositionof a group formed last year to look inertialconfinementfusion program ofwhich NIF is a part. "Any- * 

at the proposed $1.2 dillion National Ig- Ir: one with the requisite knowledge a& 
nition Facility (NIF) at LawrenceLiver- !expertise in many of these narrow field 
more National Laboratory in Califor- i ...will have some connection to or col 
nia. The report from the panel, which 1 laboration with a national lab," state 
Cochransayswasbiased,endorsedNIFas Dorothy Zolandz, the chief NRC staffel 
technically sound. who oversawtheNIF report, in adeclara- I 

A federal court is weighing a response 
from DOEand NRC officialsto its recent 
ruling that the report cannot be used in 
deciding whether to proceed with NIF. 
In thefuture,however, the councilmieht 

I tion to the U.S. District Gurt in Wash-
ington. William Colglazier, the NRC's 
executive officer, admits there were no 
NIF opponents on the committee, but 
says ' V e  tried to make sure we had : 

avoid such confrontations through the coupleof reviewerswho were more criti 
time-honored tactic of bringing poten- cal of NIF." Privately, however, soml 
tial critics into the process.Take the case Both sides now. Steve 

Aftergood (leff)sees the NRC NRC officials say they are unhappy with 
of StevenAftergood, an analyst with the processfro,,, the inside,while the selectionprocessfor thestudy. "Itwas 
Federation of American Scientists and a 1 Ioutsider Tom Cochran a sloppyjob," says one NRC source. 
gadfly on military and secrecy issues. pushes for change. TheNLFstudyisn't theonlylegal chal-
Aftergood was recently appointed to an lenge to how the councilforms its panels. 
NRC board, and he says he now views the council's inner work- The Animal Legal Defense Fund has successfully challenged the 
ings in a more favorable light than he did as an outside critic. composition of a panel that studied the care ofanimals in research. 
Although he still believes that "committee members tend to ... However, thecouncilhastried in othersituationsto reachout to the 
have somecommon setof prejudices,"he has been impressedwith animal-rightscommunity.Forexample, PeterTheran,avetecinacian 
the concern shown to questions of bias and conflicts of interest. at the MassachusettsSociety for the Prevention of Cruelty to Ani-

Such quiet attempts by the NRC to reach a more diverse mals,sits on an NRCpanel examiningthe careof chimpanzeesuser' 
community appear to be paying off, despite fears that involving in research, and three of the panel's four sessions were open to th 
outsiders could disrupt study panels and water down their techni- public. "It's been very constructive, and it has allowed a candid 
cal ex~ertise.In recent vears. the council has added ~oliticians dialoeue." Theran savs about the oDen sessions. He also amlauded, , 

and interest-grouprepresentativesto boards and studypanelsthat 
traditionally were filledonly with establishmentresearchers."We 
try to get all points of view," says NRC Chair Bruce Alberts. But 
he adds that the council is not willing to accommodatethose who 
are unwilling to compromise. 

TheNIF sagademonstratesthat the middlegroundcanbe hard 
to find. Cochranmaintainsthat Energy wanted a sweeping evalu-
ation of NIF, while NRC officials envisioned a narrow, technical 
study. "From a technicalstandpoint,the panel is superb-they are 
the finest scientists in the country,"says Cochran. "But that's not 
the issue." He counts seven of the 16 members as either paid 

the &el's review of &e bbiases that iach memberbringsto x e  table. 
Thiireview took place at its first meeting, which wasclosed. 

Expandingthe council's diversityby includii criticsl i eTheran 
andAftergood appearsto have eased suspicionsaboutthe influences 
onpanel members.Werehenot amemberof theNRC's Aeronautic 
and Space Engineering Board, Aftergood admits, he might have 
questioned the impartiality of its chair, Boeing executive John 
Warner, becauseBoeing is the world's leadmgbuilderof aircraftand 
has a huge stake in the U.S. space program. But Aftergood says 
personalcontacthaslaid to resthisconcernsaboutbias: "He's a great 
guy, and I have not detected anydungimproper in his conduct." So 

Livermore consultants or Livermore advisers on the NIF project. the council's best protection againstcriticismof itsactionsmay be t, 

seminal 1986study is a case inpoint. With the 
Reagan Administration shying away from a 
major commitment to AIDS research, the 
council used its own endowment money to 
conduct the first comprehensive study of the 
controversial disease. The report helped prod 
the government into action. 

Open season? 
Suchstudieshave forged theNRC's reputation 
for independence. Topreserve that quality, say 
academy managers, the council must operate 
largely in secret to prevent government,indus-

try,or interestgroups from influencing results. 
That assumption, however, is under legal at-
tack by those who say secrecy can mask bias 
and conflicts of interest in NRC studypanels. 

The two recent lawsuits, for example, 
were brought by animal-rightsand environ-
mental groups arguing that the academy's 
claim of independence and balance is a fig 
leaf masking an impenetrable, good-old-boy 
network. "TheNRC and the National Insti-
tutes of Health [NIH] are so close, each 
knows when the other is breathing and what 
the other is thinking," complains Valerie 

Stanley, the staff attorney for the Animal 
Legal Defense Fund, which objects to the 
way the council came up with new animal-
care provisions under contract with NIH. 
The grouparguesthat the panel was biased in 
favor of animal use and lacked adequate 
voices for animal protection. 

Such attacks are not new. "Charges of 
bias are almost unavoidable" given the num-
ber of studies, says Robert White, former 
NAE president and NRC vice chair, who 
dismissesmost of them ascasesof sourgrapes. 
"If you don't like the outcome,the best thing 

www.sciencemag.org SCIENCE VOL. 276 9 MAY 1997 



N R CT h e  National Re-

7
executiveofficerPhilSmith,and thechairof thestudypanel, 

search Council James Baker, an oceanographer who now directs the Na-
(NRC) prides itself tional Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. Agency 
on its independence representatives for the globalchangeprogram were furious, 
from the federal according to NRC sources. The executive summary, often 
agencies it advises. the onlyportion of a report read by policy-makers,was more 
As one longtime NRC negative than the full report, the agency officials said. The group 
staffer puts it, "Indepen- reviewed the sumrnaty line by line, accordingto NRC sources. 
dence is the coin of the White and Smith say they do not remember the meeting, and 
realm" that gives the wun- Baker declined to comment. But Uman's memo says the three 
cil a large measure of cred- concluded that "some changes" to the summarywere needed, and 
ibility. However, an inci- a series of handwritten edits were made that day to the already-

/ denttookplacein 1990that typeset summary. The NRC's report review committee, which 
appean to be an exception must sign off on all reports released from the council, approvec' 
to that rule. In that case, those changes, Uman said in a recent interview. 

Marginalchan9-P EOS mPoRwy re- according to interviews Most of the nearly two dozen changes,althoughminor, recast 
vised after meetingwith fedeml and documentsobtainedby NASA's activities in a more positive light. For example, the 

Scimce, top NRC manage- phrase "NASA needs a contingencyplan in the event of failures" 
ment and a study-panelchair toned down the executivesununaryof was altered to "NASA needs a more thorough contingency pla 
a controversial report after White House and other government in the eventof failures." A phrasenotingthat the EOSdatasystem 
officials complained that it was inaccurateand unduly negative. "must be an evolving entity" was changed to say it "is planned as 

The report, requested by then-presidential science adviser and must be an evolvingentity." 
Allan Brornley, raised questions about the design of the center- In explaining to panel members why the report was delayed, 
piece of the U.S.global-change research program, NASA's pro- Uman's memo plays down what was altered. "The only changes 
posed $30 billion Earth Observing System (EOS). A series of made were intended to improve the summary as a digest of the 
massive spacecraft, EOS was under fire from lawmakers and re- text. ...The NRC does not permit prior review of its reports by 
searchersfor its cost and complexity, and governmentsources say sponsoringor affectedagencies,except to assurethat factualstate-
supportersfeared further damage from a criticalNRC report. 

The incident began, according to an NRC memo dated 16 
August 1990that was sent to panel members, with a 13 August 
phone call from Bromley to Robert White, then National Acad-
emy of Engineering president and vice chair of the council. A 
copy of the $136,000 report, complete but not yet printed, had 
been leaked to a government official, and Bromley,according to 
the memo, told White that there appeared to be factual errors in 
the executive summary. Bromley asked for a meeting at which 
government officialscould express their concerns. 

Whileagencyofficialsareroutinelyshowna copy of afinalreport 
before it isreleased, staffersand volunteerssay it ishighlyunusualfor 
senioragency and NRC managers to discuss an unpublished reprt. 
"Inmy 23yean here, it's the onlyexampleI canthinkof," sayssenior 
NRC stafferMvronUmanwhowrote thememo. Whitesavshedoes 
not recall the kident, anh Bromley disputesUman's deskption of 
events in the memo: 'That's not what happened." Rather, Bromley 
says, hecalledWhitetowmplainaboutthecoverletterthat typically 
accompaniesa publishedstudy,not the executivesummary,and that 
he never saw the report until it was printed. 

The day after the phone call, the memo explains, a grow of 

ments about agency programsare accurate." 
A pamphlet for NRC volunteers, entitled "Getting to Know 

the Committee Process," spells out that policy. It  explains that 
"early briefings damage the finalreport by subjectingthe commit-
tee to the accusationthat it permitted the sponsorto preview and 
amrove the conclusions and recommendations-a seriouscharee 
t G t  undermines the independence and integrity of both &e 
committeeand the institution." 

Indeed, the council's integrity appears to have suffered from 
the incident. Following the report's release, the White House 
National SpaceCouncilset up its own study panel to examinethe 
size of EOS platfom, recalls one former Administrationofficial, 
because ofdoubts that the NRC could withstand agencypressure. 
The space-council staff, the official says, was "pissed because [thl 
NRC] watered it down. They caved in to the agencies." 

FrankPress, former NRC chair and president of the National 
Academv of Sciences. doesn't aeree. He savs he "would have-
stoppedn any "substantive" changes. But Uman, at least, was 
sufficientlywomed about how the incident might be interpreted 
to counsel silence on the matter. "We would appreciate it," his 
memo states, "if you would not discuss the recent events." The 

to do is attack the process," says IOM Presi-
dent Ken Shine. 

Yet, there have been instances in its 81-
year history inwhich the councilhas buckled 
to government pressure (see above) or pro-
duced flawed reports. Some of the worst ex-
amples took place in the 1960s and early 
1970s, and were detailed by New York Times 
reporter Philip Boffey in his book, The Brain 
Bank of America. The council at the time 

undertook a seriesof reforms aimed at mini-
mizing the influenceof industry and govem-
ment on its studies. Panel members now are 
required to detailfinancial conflictsof inter-
est, and to discuss their biases at the first 
committee meeting. New layers of commit-
tees and commissions review the makeup of 
panels and the results of their work. 

Although these changes dramatically im-
proved the overall quality and credibility of 

reports, say many familiar with the council, 
they did not lead to greater public access. How 
andwhether the systemof checksandbalances 
works as described in NRC pamphletsremains 
largely unknown outside the academy com-
plex. Conflict-of-interest forms and the bias 
discussions are kept secret, as are study-panel 
deliberations and the review of reports by an 
internalcommittee."People have to take it on 
faith," admitsNAE President William Wulf. 
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This secrecy is possible because the coun- the NRC process tends to make people ner- American Scientists and member of an NRC 
cil claims Immunity from the Federal Advi- vous." And severalNAE and NAS members board. "They are too expensive, too slow, and 
sory Committee Act (FACA), a 1972 law told Science that they would have no problem too often not worth the cost or the trouble." 
that forced federal agenciesto be more forth- releasing private financial mformation. "It Adds one formerNRC official: "A lot ofreports 
coming about the outside advice they re- would be best to be up front about it," says are terribly written, irrelevant,and don't mat 
ceive. Under FACA, advisory panels must Anthony England, a University of Michigan ter much--but where else can [customers]go! 
conduct most of their meetings in the open geophysicist and member of an NRC board. Ironically, the council has done little re 
and make public any documents they use. Academy leaders admit that greater open- search on the speed,cost, quality, and impact 

Although numerous past challenges to ness would reduce worries about bias, al- of reports and their correlation to one an* 
force the council to open up have failed, the though there's no consensus in the organiza- other. At the urging of an internal council 
tide may be turning. In January, the U.S. tion on how far to go. "We're trying to push group, Alberts recently set up the Office of 
Court of Appeals for the District of Colum- toward more openness,"saysAlberts. "I think Institutional Research to evaluate and ~m+'. 
bia ruled that the NRC panel on animal care prove council programs-although he addi-
should have abided by FACA, citing a 1989 Source of NRCRevenueS1996 that the new office's director is focused fof I 

Supreme Court case that refers to the acad- (in millions) the moment on the FACA issue. What little 
Department of Health andemy as an example of the type of quasi-gov- National Science Human Services $lP.9 analysishas been done is surprising:A revie$ 

ernment organization covered by the law. Foundation$14.4 I Departmentof of43 recent NRC/IOM studiesfound no cor 
The suit brought by the Animal Legal De- Other -1ergy $10.6 El relation between speed, cost, and impact, ac 
fense Fund maintained that the study panel ~ ~ $ ~ ~ ~ ~ , 6cordiqg to Shine. 
included too many scientists funded by NIH, There is evidence,however, that the coun 
its sponsor. Two months later, a federal dis- DeP cil is moving at a faster clip in producing stud; 
trict judge in Washington, D.C., ruled in e Governments ies.The averageNRC/IoM 
favor of three environmental groups, study,forexample,takes lest -
saying that the Department of Energy Howard Hughes than 12 months now, com

Medical lnstitute
could not use an NRC report because A pared with 18to 24 montlq.. 
the study panel operated behind closed The Robert Wood just a few years ago, Shim L' 
doors (see sidebar on p. 901). Johnson Foundation says. l l ~ e yare doing a lot -" 

These latest threats to the council's Corporation of better than they used to," 
tradition of secrecy have almost wholly . NewYork $0.7 saysJamesBaker, an ocean, 
absorbed the attention of NRC manag- ographer who served ox$ 
ers. Abiding by FACA, say Colglazier 7 

' Mitchell Energy many NRC panels and nod  
and others at the council, would require andCorp.Development$0.15 directs the National Oce:>> 
NRC's customers to play a major role in Federal government anic and Atmospheric Ad 
organizing and participating in meetings, W Nonfederalgrants and contracts $0.1 ministration. "But there'& ': 
selecting members, and setting agendas. Nonfederalcontributions ur Oil Sh~ppingCo. $0.3 still a tendency for the svsi ' 
~!Zenc~-officials,for exam~le,wiuld be Brainfood. The federal government provides by far the 
requiredto submit meeting notices to the the NRC's operating budget. 
FederalRe&ter, becauseNRC officialsare 

! largest sliceof tem to be slow." And &e 
longer a report takes, the 
more it costs.- . 

not government employees. Some outside 
scientists also worry that FACA rules would 
stifle internal debate: Panel members might 
be reluctant to discuss contentious issueswith 
industry, government officials,and the media 
present. "It will screw up the whole process," 
says U C  Santa Cruz's Greenwood. "Abiding 
by FACA would be a huge impediment." 

For some, the real concern is extra paper-
work. "FACA is a bureaucratic nightmare,and 
it would create a very complex paper trail with 
a huge cost," saysone formerNRC staffer.0th-
ers say the threat of publicfinancialdisclosures 
would turnoff volunteers. "People are reluctant 
to say in front of reporters that they own 1000 
shares of Motorola stock,"says Alberts. 

A diverse chorus of researchers and inter-
est-group representatives agrees that abiding 
by FACA poses certain problems, but they 
say the advantages outweigh the risks. 
"Would it be disastrous?Notat all," saysYale 
University physicist and former presidential 
science adviser Allan Bromley. "Although it 
makes life a little more complicated, it also 
makes people happier with the results." Adds 
one former NRC staffer: "It would give them 
a greater sense of credibility. The secrecy of 

it's in all our interests [because] people will 
understand us better." The FACA flap, adds 
NAE's Wulf, "will set off a series of changes 
in the NRC that are probably for the good." 
But for now, there is more bunker mentality 
than free thinking on the subject. Academy 
managers have spent more than a year debat-
ing a new policy that would, for example, 
make informationalcommitteemeetingsopen. 
Paradoxically, that policy isonhold as manag-
ers deal with the FACA threat. 

And cost is much on the minds of federal 
managers such as Baker. Federal belt tighten? , 
ing has led some agencies to put the councde 
on a shorter financial leash. In the past, for 
example,NASA allotted core funding to two 
boards, which had great flexibility to choose 
their topics. Now the contracts are based 
solely on specific tasks. "NASA's procure-
ment officers now have carte blanche to treat 
the academy like any Beltway bandit," sniffs 
one NRC official, referring to the horde of 

Serving the customer 
A less dramatic, but no  less serious, chal-
lenge to the council comes from its clients. 
Tight federal budgets and the push to rein-
vent government already are altering the 
complicated relationship. "We're a more 
critical consumer of what the academy has 
to offer," says one agency manager. "A half-
million-dollar contract wasn't noticeable a 
few years ago, but it is now." 

Agencies are also becoming less willing to 
wait several years for a report's conclusions. 
"The era of multiyear, multi-hundreds-of-
pages[-long] studies is over," says Steven 
Aftergood, an analyst for the Federation of 

private companies that live off government 
contracts. Task orders also make it harder for 
panels to conduct studies that NASA official 
might not want, says Colglazier. 

'Lots of large egos" 
The new fiscal reality-flat budgets, perhap 
not even protected against inflation, an& 
stretchingfar into the future--contrasts with 
the sunnier era of the 1980s, when the fed; .,' 
era1 government's funding of the council- . 
grew steadily. After peaking in 1992 at $167 
million, however, annual federal revenues 
have declined to $147 million, while funding 
from other sources (such as industry) has re-
mained steady at about $21 million. Al-

www.sciencemag.org SCIENCE e VOL. 276 9 MAY 1997 



I The High Price of Being World Class 
W h a t  is world-class research? That's what the Army's Natick Research, 
Development and Engineering Center in Massachusetts asked the Na- 
tional Research Council (NRC) as part of an effort to reinvent itself. One 
year and $302,290 later, a prestigious NRC panel concluded that "if the 
phrase 'world-class' is to be useful as a vision, it must be defined, tailored, 
." A definitive answer on how to become world class, it turns out, will 

cost the Army another $227,840-the 
i; price of a second study to assess Natick's 

! R&D abilities. I' 
Is this a good use of the council? 

National Academy of Sciences Presi- 
dent Bruce Alberts doesn't really think 

. so, but he says his options are limited. I "It's not something 1 would choose to 
do, but we have to say yes unly it 
doesn't make sense," says Alberts, who 
also chairs the NRC. "We have to re- 
spond when asked," he adds. ''I'd prefer 
to be doing [more imporrant] studies, DWS tor success. Army's Nati& lab tests 
but you can't win them all." new designs for urban camouflage. 

The academy has a charter to ad- 
vise the government, and it is often called on to do narrowly focused studies of interest 
to a single agency. Such studies, however, add to the NRC's overhead. The Natick 
study, for example, required a 12-member committee, a staff of seven-four from the 
council and three from the Army-and one liaison from the NRC's Board on Army 
Science and Technology. The panel met three times in Massachusetts and Washing- 
ton, and the report had to go through the academy's extensive review process before 
coming to vague conclusions about the definition of world-class research. 

Army officials and the panel's chair, Virginia consultant Joseph Soukup, defend the 
report as a necessary exercise for a military lab in transition. Soukup says the study 
generated the metrics needed for a report now under way on Natick's future. A consulting 
company dependent on Army contracts could not have been as objective, he adds. 

It is ~ossible for the council to sav no to the government. as when it told the 
~ e ~ a r t k e n t  of ~ e a l t h  and ~ u m a n  services that it wo;ld not dr& up clinical guidelines 
for individual diseases. But those occasions are rare; micallv, the council asks an agencv 
to recast its proposal to fit the scope of one of its study pan&. Still, many NRC official; 
think that the council must become more selective. "The balance is shifting toward issues 
with a policy impact," says one senior NRC official. "We're being directed [by academy 
management] toward bigger and more tangled technical and scientific matters." 

To make such a shift, however, the NRC's numetous committees, boards, and commis- 
sions must be weaned from what some academy members see as a craving for more work. 
"Every member harbors a suspicion that some studies are put together for continued cash 
flow," says Yale University physicist Allan Bromley, a former presidential science adviser. 

Top NRC officials share that concern. If the council does not become more 
selective in its choice ofassignments, they say, it could jeopardize its own reputation as 

though staffing has fallen slightly from a peak 
in the early 1990s, the decline may not be 
enough to satisfy the accountants. And 
while government auditors have pushed 
down overhead charges for universities since 
the scandals of the late 1980s, the NRC rate 
applied to salaries and benefits remains 
where it was a decade ago, at 63%. 

NRC officials do not believe that their fi- 
nancial sky is falling, however. "The market 
test is that people keep asking us to do more 
work," says Chief Operating Officer Sue Wool- 
sey, who adds that budget size is "not a particu- 

larly important measure" for a nonprofit organi- 
zation. Alberts agrees. "I wouldn't be upset at all 
if this were a smaller organization, as long as it 
was doing important work," he says. "It would 
be an easier place to manage." 

And managing the council is no easy task. 
"You have a staff of Ph.D.s, many clients, and 
10,000 consultants with lots of large egos," 
says one NAS member. Study panels are 
overseen by boards that are overseen by com- 
missions, which report to the council chair. 

In a blunt assessment of the NRC's state 
as he left office in 1995, White said the 

organization's chain of command was "con- 
fusing and obscure." To slice costs and speed 
up the study process, he called for "a funda- 
mental restructuring and streamlining," to 
include clustering related boards into a divi- 
sion, and elimination of "two costly layers of 
volunteer managementw-the commissions 
and the report-review committees. Although 
White still believes the changes are impor- 
tant, none has been implemented. 

Alberts's view of reform is less ambitious. 
Although he agrees that "the commissions 
aren't working as well as they should," he says 
he does not foresee wholesale restructuring 
of the organization. For example, he cites 
recent decisions to contract out food services 
and landscaping duties as signs of the "tre- 
mendous changes" in the council's opera- 
tions. "We're always looking for ways to be 
more efficient," he adds. To some NRC offi- 
cials, academy members, and volunteers, 
however, such changes fail to address the 
fundamental problems facing the organiza- 
tion. Alberts admits that his collegial style of 
management may be a hindrance in seeking 
more r a~ id  and dramatic changes. "Where - 
I've failed is in not being insistent enough 
about change," he says. "I'm basically a uni- 
versity person-I like to get people to change 
by convincing them to change." 

Yet even a corporate-style manager might 
find it hard to set the NRC staff, volunteers, 
and academv members on a common course. 
Volunteers worry that proposals to give more 
authoritv to members would. in the words of 
one, "install the mandarins."'~nd staff mem- 
bers are sensitive to charges-made fre- 
quently by Harold ~iebowiti-that they are 
feathering their own nests by encouraging 
unnecessary studies. Apathy is another ob- 
stacle. The results of a member survey re- 
leased last week, for example, show that only 
half are familiar with how the council works. 

Alberts, who told Science he might con- 
sider seeking reelection when his current 
6-year term ends in 1999, says his greatest 
challenge is convincing volunteers and mem- 
bers of the need for change: "You cannot con- - 
trol volunteers. We have no leverage over 
them except persuasion." And convincing 
them that major reform is needed is a tall order. 
But some observers don't see an alternative to 
cope with a more diverse, budget-conscious, 
and fast-paced society. The status quo, they say, 
puts the council at risk of becoming an increas- 
ingly irrelevant think tank attached to a pres- 
tigious society made up primarily of elderly, 
white, and male scientists and engineers. 
"There was a time when that demoma~hic " .  
group could speak with authority on any- 
thing," says one agency manager who deals 
with the council. "But that is no longer the 
case." The challenge for NRC officials is find- 
ing a new voice to speak to a changing world. 

-Andrew Lawler 
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