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Amending the National Science Foundation Act 
The intent of a proposal before Congress to amend the National Science 

Foundation Statutory Act of 1950 is to provide for a stronger emphasis on 
engineering in NSF programs, principally by inserting the words "engineer- 
ing" or "engineers" in almost every place that "science" or "scientist" 
appears in the text. I fully share the concerns that prompted the suggest- 
ed changes, and I have spoken to the importance of efforts to ensure 
our continuing technological strength, both nationally and internationally. 
Among the many problems we face are faculty shortages; inadequate, often 
outdated instruments and equipment; insufficient funding for engineering 
research; inefficient transfer of new scientific and engineering knowledge 
into public and commercial sectors; and inefficient transfer from industry to 
the universities of industrial knowledge and needs. 

We do have to act. That agreed, there are, in terms of the proposed 
amendment, several questions before us. What can effectively be done 
within the existing statutory framework? Are new arrangements needed, 
and what are their likely effects? What processes should be followed for 
forming new arrangements and for implementing them? 

First, what can be effectively done within existing arrangements? The 
Administration's proposed fiscal year 1985 budget answers the question. 
For example, there is a substantial increase for engineering research in the 
NSF budget-the largest proportionate increase for any of the directorates. 
In addition, support for engineering is embedded in the budgets of the 
mission agencies, with individual agencies providing much more support 
than the $147 million proposed in fiscal 1985 for engineering research with- 
in NSF. In 1984, an estimated $786 million was provided by the federal 
government for basic research in engineering, most of that coming from 
agencies other than NSF. 

Let us assume that the new arrangements of the sort suggested in the 
proposed revisions are adopted. What are the likely outcomes? A major 
change may be to dilute the fundamental mission for which NSF was 
created-to support basic research in all the sciences. One needs to re- 
member that, in contrast to engineering, many of the sciences are not 
related to any agency's mission except NSF. Is there any assurance that, as 
engineering research grows within NSF, there will be commensurate growth 
in its overall budget? If not, what impact will competition for funds have on 
the sciences that depend heavily on NSF support, such as mathematics and 
chemistry? 

Although partitioning NSF between science and engineering is not the 
intent of the House Committee on Science and Technology, the wording 
used in the amendment can be given this unfortunate interpretation. Given 
the very few changes made to date in the 1950 act, can that act not, in its 
present form, provide for a larger role for engineering within NSF? 

The science and engineering communities-academic, industrial, and 
governmental-should work together in a constructive way to address the 
problems of engineering. But one must ask whether legislative remedies will 
be truly effective in promoting this dialogue or may instead lead to corrosive 
frictions? Amendment of the NSF organic act is a serious undertaking 
whose consequences are uncertain. Will there be other requests to amend 
the act? Will we have a "discipline of the month" series of amendments, 
leading to the ultimate decay of one of the most successful institutions 
established by the federal government? 

It is not clear that the changes are necessary. They may even be 
counterproductive. What is critical is to continue the dialogue on engineer- 
ing that has been under way for several years. That dialogue has already 
produced substantial results. And, if conducted in a collegial manner with 
all parties involved, then we may fashion more effective remedies that will 
benefit not only engineering but also science and the federal role in research 
and development.--FRANK PRESS, President, National Academy of Sci- 
ences, Washington, D.C. 20037 




