
tinue to support activities in PNG, and the 
PNG University of Technology is negotiating 
with CRI and the managers of a nearby hotel 
and divine resort to take over some of the - 
institute's research and education functions. 
But in the meantime, researchers may be on 
their own. Fisher plans to leave CRI later this 
month on a fellows hi^ to studv tool use 
among orangutans in Sumatra, and scientists 
on other CRI-based projects are scrambling to 
find other locales for their work. 

The decision to close CRI also may have 

shut the door on a potential new benefactor. 
The University of California, Santa Cruz 
(UCSC), has some two dozen faculty mem- 
bers who have used or would like to use the 
facility in fields ranging from anthropology 
to plate tectonics, says Dave Kliger, dean of 
natural sciences, and the university was in- 
terested in meeting that need. Although the 
school wasn't interested in directly manag- 
ing the station, Kliger says, it had planned to 
create an endowment sufficient to support 
CRI operations and allow CF to play a smaller 

role. "We were hoping to raise $5 [million] to 
$10 million," says Kliger, who was one of two 
UCSC officials added to the CRI board early 
last year. The plans are now on hold, he adds. 

Fenical says there are other countries 
where he  and his students can do similar 
work. But he's still shaken by the events of 
the last few months. "It should be clear 
what an enormous loss this is to science 
and to PNG," he says. "It was a unique 
place and a tremendous asset." 

-Jeffrey Mervis 

Bill Offers Abundant Hawest for USDA joint bill in part because they want the 
extra food stamp cash to get funneled back 

Soon after members of Congress return to keep food production apace with a predicted into welfare programs. The research fund is 
Washington later this month,-they will con- 
sider the fate of a proposed $780 million, 
5-year fund that could more than double 
what the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) spends on competitive research 
grants each year. The proposal, part of a bill 
approved by the Senate last fall, could infuse 
dozens of ~ l a n t  and animal science labs with 
the latest molecular biology techniques and 
~r icev new instruments. The bill is also likelv . , 
to bring more rigorous peer review to USDA's 
in-house research programs. 

Agricultural research "hasn't had that 
kind of funding boost in decades," says Mike 
Phillips, director of the National Research 
Council's agriculture board. The House, 
however, has approved a companion bill that 
doesn't include the research fund. So agricul- 
tural scientists will be watching anxiouslv to - 
see if it sunrives in the final version of the bill 
that is expected to be hammered out in the 
coming weeks. 

Like a hot-air balloon with a slight tear, 
the premier program for funding competitive 
ag research-the USDA's National Re- 
search Initiative (NR1)-has struggled to 
stay aloft. Since its launch in 1991, the 
$100-million-a-year initiative has supported 
everything from biosensors for detecting Sal- 
monella in tainted food to cottonwoods engi- 
neered to yield more paper. But because of 
flat USDA research budeets of late and a - 
tradition in Congress of earmarking ag funds 
for pet projects, the NRI has never ap- 
proached the budgetary stratum-$500 mil- 
lion a year-that its congressional founders 
staked out for it (see table). Miserly funding 
for competitive research, experts say, is 
dissuading many young scientists from an ag- 
ricultural career. Says National Academy of 
Sciences (NAS) President Bruce Alberts: 
"There's really no opportunity for their new 
ideas in the wav that there is for biomedicine." 

A kindred spirit on this issue is Senator 
Richard Lugar (R-IN), who chairs the Ag- 
riculture Committee. He argues that a big 
boost in ag research funding is needed to 

doubling of the worljs in the 
coming decades. Last summer, Lugar intro- 
duced a bill that would overhaul the legal 
framework for ag research for the first time in 
20 years. The bill proposes a research, exten- 
sion, and education fund for competitive 
grants amounting to $100 million in 1998, 
followed by $170 million a year from 1999 to 
2002. The bill stipulates that the new pro- 
gram would be endowed mainly by raiding a 
pot of roughly $1.25 billion a year that states 
must give back to the federal government for 
having claimed too much money from the 
food stamp program. Unlike most other fed- 
eral accounts, excess food stamp money does 
not require a separate appropriations law in 

doublv unce;ta&. because the food stamn 
surplus could shrink next month if the 
Congressional Budget Office revises its es- 
timates for that account. One possible out- 
come. observers sav. is that lawmakers , , 
could compromise by agreeing to divvy up 
the funds between research and welfare. 
"The science community needs to be doing 
all it can to support" the bill, says Ameri- 
can Society of Plant Physiologists spokes- 
person Brian Hyps. 

The House and Senate bills are in agree- 
ment on one measure, however: Both order 
the agency to strengthen its review of de- 
partment research. For example, the Sen- 
ate bill calls for program areas in USDA's 

order to be spent. $700 million Agri- 
Rather than beef up m-1 x d m-b cultural Research 

NRI's budget, the bill . Year (fm=) Funded Y Service to be re- 
orders USDA to set up : i ~ g l  p . ~  viewed at least ev- 
an independent pro- ,992 ! 26.7 ery 5 years by panels 
gram to target a nar- 

1993 composed mainly of 
rower range of projects ' ... --. - - .  .- - - - - - - 27:s. . . . non-ARS scientists. 
in areas such as food ' 109.5 24.2 ARS programs al- 
safety, human nutri- :i'm@ %* ready get reviewed, 
tion, agricultural bio- 1996 34.2 2 4 . ~  but a law might 
tech, natural resources m;Ca, .. - .-iVkP ' 

. ,.,. . - : make the process "a 
management, and a "-' '-" 

1998 37.2 NA , bit more rigorous 
National Food Ge- and a bit more vis- 
nome Strategy (Sc i -  Going nowhere. NRl's budget has never ible to the public," 

15 August 1997, come close to expectations. says ARS associate 
p. 889). The fund administrator Ed 
would exist separately from NRI because, Knipling. The Senate bill also calls for NAS 
in part, it's "supposed to be more multi- to review USDA's research and delineate 
disciplinary" and fund more applied pro- "the role and mission" of federally funded 
jects than NRI does, says USDA competi- agricultural science. 
tive grants administrator Sally Rockey. "We're very supportive" of more peer 

Although the Senate passed the bill review in ag research, says John Suttie, a 
unanimously in October, "a whole series of nutritional biochemist at the University of 
obstacles has to be overcome" before it be- Wisconsin, Madison, who pushed for such 
comes law, says Mike Stephens, a consult- changes last year as FASEB president. But 
ant for the Federation of American Societ- Suttie and others are far more excited about 
ies for Experimental Biology (FASEB). the prospect of a windfall for competitive 
The biggest hurdle is persuading the House agricultural research. Legislators are ex- 
to go along with the funding provisions. pected to lock horns again over the re- 
Last November, some House Democrats search fund as early as next month. 
blocked a conference to hammer out a -Jocelyn Kaiser 
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