
small telescopes are old and operated 
manually, which can be very expensive. I 
think their plan is a good one," says as- 
tronomer Phil Charles of Oxford Univer- 
sity. Indeed, Wall says 16 countries have 
already expressed interest. 

Wall argues that the scheme would be a 
cheap option for PPARC. "The plan would 
save considerable sums PPARC [has] set 
aside for redundancies," says Wall, who is 
anxious for a formal decision at next 
week's council meeting. Any further delay, 
he says, could lead to the loss of key staff. 

But PPARC administrator Jim Sadlier says 
the plan is not yet complete, and a final 
decision may be delayed until the end of 
the year. "We hope we can report posi- 
tively next week and give a sufficiently 
strong signal," he says. 

The plan could put PPARC in a diffi- 
cult position, however. An independent 
RGO might end up competing with the 
new ATC, which is planned to be up and 
running next year, as a source of instru- 
mentation for British astronomers. "The 
RGO mustn't undermine the ATC," says 

CONGMS AND THE BUDGET 

Friendly Finish Looms on Spending 
Congress is proving kind to most federal 
science and technology programs as it wraps 
up work on the 1998 budget. The National 
Science Foundation (NSF) can look forward 
to a 5% boost in research, spending for de- 
fense R&D will rise enough to cover infla- 
tion, and most technology programs that the 
Republican Congress loved to hate only a 
year ago have sailed through both houses. 

But some of the details are not so rosy. 
Cash-strapped NASA, for example, faces an- 
other delay in the space station. Congress 
also ordered the De~artment of 

reduce its value. But conferees added $4 mil- 
lion to complete the twin Gemini tele- 
scopes and maintained initial funding for the 
$200 million millimeter array. And they 
voted $70 million for a new South Pole sta- 
tion, a compromise between the Senate's 
$25 million increment and the House's 
$115 million that would have funded the 
full cost of construction. They also dropped a 
House plan to give $5 million more to two 
supercomputer centers being phased out. 

NASA: The space agency received 
$13.65 billion. $100 million above 

c2 
Energy (DOE) to postpone for at the request and close to the 1997 
least a year the restart of a level. But that windfall won't go 
troubled reactor used by neutron far, as the agency failed to win ap- 
scientists at Brookhaven Na- proval to move money from other 
tional Laboratory in Upton, accounts into the station budget 
New York. And it failed to grant to meet cost overruns. Lawmakers 
NSF's wish to build a polar cap like Senator Barbara Mikulski 
observatory near the magnetic BUDGm I)B (D-MD) worried that other pro- 
North Pole. grams--particularly the space 

Here are some highlights of the appro- shuttle and science efforts--would suffer as a 
priations bills that emerged from joint result, so it severely restricted the agency's 
House-Senate conferences last week. They flexibility. Congressional sources say the lan- 
must still be approved by each body and guage is intended to force the Administra- 
signed by the president: tion to request a bigger NASA budget, but 
w NSF: The good news is that the agency's NASA managers aren't heartened. "We're 
research account will increase by $113 mil- in a bad situation," says one. "This would 
lion to $2.55 billion. The bad news is that force a slip in the station's schedule." 
NSF must spend $40 million of that increase Mikulski also insisted that NASA use 
on a plant genome initiative, a project pro- more competitive methods to distribute 
moted by agricultural lobbyists and champi- money set aside for programs such as New 
oned by Senator Kit Bond (R-MO) that was Millennium, a new program administered by 
not part of NSF's request (Science, 27 June, the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena, 
p. 1960). The agency's education programs California, that aims to test advanced tech- 
will receive $633 million, a 2% rise that nology for future space science missions. 
doubles the request. That move could open the door for Johns 

The toughest decisions came in the Hopkins University's Applied Physics Labo- 
agency's account for large facilities. Legisla- ratory in Mikulski's home state. 
tors did not fund a $25 million polar cap obser- w DOE: There were few surprises in DOE'S 
vatory to study solar-upper atmosphere inter- final 1998 budget, which meets the Ad- 
actions, askmg for more information on the ministration's $2.36 billion request for sci- 
proposed site near the magnetic North Pole ence programs. Conferees did give high- 
in northwest Canada. Senator Ted Stevens energy physics and nuclear physics slight 
(R-AL) wants the facility built at an Alaskan increases, and added nearly $25 million for 
defense lab, which scientists say would greatly several pork-barrel projects in biological 

Sadlier. Wall agrees: "We don't want to be 
in competition," he says. "In the end, we 
are looking for cost-effectiveness." 

For most astronomers, the continuing 
wrangling and doubt over the RGO's fu- 
ture has been an enormous waste of time 
and money. "PPARC is the responsible 
steward for the RGO, and it should con- 
tinue to fund [the RGO] as a scientific 
institution," says Astronomer Royal Mar- 
tin Rees. "It would be a disaster if the RGO 
were to disappear," says Charles. 

-Nipel Williams 

and environmental research. DOE can con- 
tinue to clean up the leaking High-Flux 
Beam Reactor at Brookhaven, but is forbid- 
den from spending money on restarting it 
for 1 year. Martha Krebs, DOE energy re- 
search chief, says the reactor would not 
have been ready for a restart then anyway, 
but that a decision on its future is due in 
January. However, opponents may try to 
extend the provision next year. 
w Environmental Protection Agency: The 
agency's science and technology account ap- 
pears likely to receive $15 million more than 
the president's request and $80 million 
above the 1997 level. But the $630 million 
figure includes $23 million mire for a re- 
search program on the health effects of par- 
ticle air pollation, with advice from the Na- 
tional Academy of Sciences. The conferees 
discarded proposals from the House to funnel 
this money through other agencies and a 
Senate plan to set up university-based re- 
search centers. 

Defense Department (DOD): Funding 
for basic science at DOD has survived a 
roller-coaster ride to finish at about the same 
level-$1.08 billion-as this year. Applied 
research funds will increase 8.9% to $3.1 bil- 
lion. This category includes grant money for 
university research activities, which in- 
creases by 7% to $230.8 million. Total R&D 
at the Pentagon rises 3.5% to $37.9 billion. 
In addition, the conferees have retained sev- 
eral popular biomedical programs, including 
$135 million for breast cancer studies and 
$45 million for prostate cancer research. "It's 
a mixed bag," says analyst George Leventhal 
of the Association of American Universities. 

Meanwhile, the massive bill that includes 
funding for the National Institutes of Health 
was still in limbo after legislators met last 
Friday. Biomedical advo&cy groups hope 
the conferees will split the difference be- 
tween the House's offer of a 6% increase and 
the Senate's offer of a 7.5% raise. 

-Andrew Lawler 

With additional reporting by Jocelyn Kaiser, Eliot 
Mmshall, and Jeffrey Mervis. 
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