
N E W S  O F  T H E  W E E K  

ate and $1.1 billion, or 8.5%, in the House- 
would far exceed the White House's 2000 re- 
quest for the $15.6 billion agency and sustain 
the biomedical community's drive to double 
the agency's budget by 2004. 

It may take at least another month, how- 
ever, for Congress and the White House to 
agree on the exact size of NIH's raise, as Re- 
publicans and Democrats engage in last- 
minute budget negotiations. Still, "the 
omens are very good for biomedical scien- 
tists,'' says an aide to one House Democrat, 
who predicts that "the final number will 
probably be at or near the Senate's mark." 

That outcome would delight biomedical 
lobbyists, who have been struggling to repeat 
last year's record-setting $2 billion increase 
for NIH (Science, 23 October 1998, p. 598). 
Their campaign had an early setback in 
February, when President Bill Clinton re- 
quested only 2.1% more, some $320 million, 
in his budget proposal to Congress. The out- 
look dimmed further in recent weeks after 
Republican leaders shifted nearly $20 billion 
from the massive appropriations bill that 
funds NIH and a host of politically sensitive 
education and welfare programs to other 
spending measures. The borrowing allowed 
congressional leaders to claim that they 
were adhering to strict spending caps im- 
posed by a 1997 budget-balancing law, but 
left Representative John Porter (R-IL) and 
Senator Arlen Specter (R-PA)-who lead 
the House and Senate subcommittees re- 
sponsible for approving NIH's budget-with 
the nearly impossible task of recouping the 
funds with offsetting cuts elsewhere. Both 
lawmakers had repeatedly delayed sched- 
uled votes on their bills in the hope of find- 
ing budgetary gimmicks-such as "forward 
funding" programs by borrowing money 
from the 2001 budget-that would allow 
Congress to break the spending caps with- 
out having to admit it. 

The fruits of that labor were revealed 23 
September, as Porter won approval, by an 8 4  
party line vote, for an $89.4 billion 
Labor-Health and Human Services (HHS) 
spending bill that bought the $1.1 billion 
NIH boost by forward funding some pro- 
grams and designating other spending as 
"emergencies." But some fiscal conserva- 
tives chafed at the additional spending, and 
the White House threatened to veto the bill 
because it would cancel a program to hire 
100,000 new precollege teachers and cut 
welfare programs. Representative David 
Obey (D-WI), the appropriation panel's 
ranking Democrat, praised Porter for his 
hard work but said the bill was "a fantasy" 
that would never survive. 

Similar predictions accompany the Sen- 
$ ate's version of the bill, a $91.7 billion mea- 

sure that would give NIHS two dozen insti- 
tutes increases ranging from 11% to 13%. 

Specter's subcommittee was pushing to finish 
its work as Science went to press, but Senator 
Tom Harkin (D-IA), the subcommittee's 
ranking Democrat, predicted that the final 
bill would be a "heck of a lot better" than the 
House version. Still, staffers were pessimistic 
that it would ever reach the Senate floor. In- 
stead, they say, Congress and the White 
House are likely to roll the Labor-HHS bill 
into a huge spending measure later this year 
with at least six of the 13 appropriations bills 
needed to fund government operations. 

The coming weeks also give legislators 
time to ponder how to reconcile differences 
in their bills. The House, for instance, called 
for a 36% boost for NIH's controversial $50 
million center for alternative medicine, to $68 
million, while the Senate added only $6 mil- 
lion. One aide predicted that sorting out this 
and other differences could "take until 
Thanksgiving." -DAVID MALAKOFF 

ESA Gets Flexible 
To Cut Costs 
NAPLES, ITALY-As NASA braces itself for 
the possibility of deep cuts in its science 
budget next year, its counterpart across the 

Hot destination. First it was Mars; now every- 
one wants to go to Mercury. 

Atlantic, the European Space Agency (ESA), 
is already dealing with the reality of dimin- 
ishing funds. For ESA, the ax fell in the 
spring when a meeting of government rninis- 
ters from its 14 member states voted to main- 
tain a fixed rate of science funding that had 
been in place since 1995: Inflation, which has 
already eaten into the budget for 4 years, will 
continue to do so (Science, 2 1 May, p. 1242). 
Last week, both ESA's decision-making 
Science Program Committee (SPC) and the 
Space Science Advisory Committee met 
here to discuss how to deal with their 
shrinking resources. 

They voted for flexibility: In future, sever- 

Home Again? Sometimes you have to 
go backward to make progreu.Thatls the 
direction being taken by the vaccine devel- 
opment team within UNAIDS, the United 
Nations' special program on AIDS. Science 
has learned that the vaccine team, which 
left the World Health Organization (WHO) 
4 years ago, will soon rejoin its original 
sponsor (Science, 19 June 1998, p. 1863). 

Officials hope the turnaround, long dis- 
cussed by UNAIDS director Peter Piot and 
WHO chief Gro Harlem Brundtland, will 
boost international AIDS vaccine efforts. In 
particular, the new arrangement--probably 
a joint UNAIDS-WHO in i t ia t ivwi l l  allow 
the vaccine team to tap WHO'S expertise 
and financial backing, according to UNAIDS 
vaccine leader Jose Espam. UNAIDS has 
just $2 million annually to spend on vaccine 
development, he notes, not enough to capi- 
talize on the results of trials under way in 
the United States and Thailand. It's not clear 
how much more money the new setup will 
produce. But Espam is confident that "we 
are not really going back but forward in a 
more intelligent way." 

You're Not Listening The National Sci- 
ence Foundation (NSF) is finding that old 
habits die hard. Specifically, NSF officials 
are unhappy that many reviewers are ig- 
noring the broader impact of proposed re- 
search when scoring proposals. So last 
week NSF director Rita Colwell sent out 
an "important notice" to university presi- 
dents and others asking for their help in 
"conveying the importance of both intel- 
lectual merit and the broader impacts of 
research and education" to reviewers. 

In 1997, NSF changed its reviewing 
criteria and elevated "impact"--on ev- 
erything from student Learning to geo- 
graphic diversity-to the same status as 
the quality of the proposed science. But a 
recent informal study of 17,000 reviews 
done under the new system found that 
just 48% addressed the nonscience crite- 
rion. NSF deputy director Joseph Bordogna 
says that "concern would be too strong a 
word" to describe the agency's reaction to 
the noncompliance. But Congress may feel 
otherwise.The Senate wants to give NSF 
$750,000 so that the National Academy of 
Public Administration (NAPA) can study the 
impact of the new criteria, which help legis- 
lators measure if NSF is meeting a 1993 law 
aimed at making sure agencies spend tax 
dollars wisely. NAPA is set to begin a similar 
study that was requested last year by the 
same appropriators. 
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