
MIT-Industw Links Draw 
Congressiond Attention 
Hearings scheduled &r next week will focus on possible export of 
technology through a program designed to give companies a 
window on MIT research; regulation is threatened 

FOR 41 YRARS, the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology's Industrial Liaison Program 
has been operating in relative obscurity. But 
next week a congressional subcommittee is 
planning to give it a blast of unwanted 
public attention. 

Subcommittee chairman Ted Weiss (D- 
NY) is concerned that the program, which 
assures paying corporate members access to 
MlT's faculty, may be giving foreign compa- 
nies an unfair, advance look at key technolo- 
gies developed with Meral funds. One rea- 
son for Weiss' worry is that as of last f d  139 
of the 292 industry members were foreign 
corporations. He has scheduled a hearing on 
13 June by the subcommittee on human 
resources and intergovernmental relations to 
look into the matter. 

'The federal grants that are given to 
schools like MlT are justified to help make 
American industry more competitive, but it 
makes it more difficult for U.S. companies 
to compete when the research work product 
goes to the foreign companies," says Weiss. 

The members of MlTs program indude 
American giants such as General Motors, 
International Business Machines, and TRW. 
Some of the foreign member companies are 
Italy's Fiat SPA, Ciba-Giegy of Switzerland, 
and Siemens of West Germany. Japan boasts 
the largest number of member companies: 
57 Japancse corporati011~-induding all the 
giant firms that send scientists to hUT and 
h e r  topflight U.S. research universities. 

In renun for no more than $50,000 a year 
per company, MlT provides members with 
an array of services. Each firm is assigned an 
individual liaison officer who knows that 
particular industry. The officer arranges vis- 
its with researchers and faculty members 
travel overseas to a fbreign member's head- 
quarters when necessary. 

Furthermore, MlT holds some 70 special- 
ized symposia on emerging technologies 
and related issues for members each year. 
Additionally, they are kept abreast of poten- 
tial patent licensing opportunities and they 
can peruse the institute's massive file of 
current research' publications. "Many of 
these papers are preprints and reports which 
give a preview of research results befbre they 

appear in the general press," says an MlT 
brochure. 

The fict that h i g n  members of the MlT 
dub have access to such results ahead of 
U.S. corporations that do not participate in 
the program strikes Weiss as unfair, especial- 
ly since most of MlT's research budget 
comes from the government. Private compa- 
nies, in fa- fund comparatively little of the 
institution's research. 
Weiss has warned that the sharing of 

kderally funded rrscarch with bott~ foreign 

MIT "charges cornpatties 
to access information that 
the government paid 
for." 

-Ted Wek 

and domestic companies through programs 
such as MIT's industrial liaison program 
may have to be regulated to the 
interests of taxpayers and U.S. industry. 
"MlT is mlung a share [its administrative 
charge] of each of the federal grants that 
r d e r s  get and it then ch* compa- 
nies to access intbrmation that the govern- 
ment paid fbr," claims Weiss. 

ME'S liaison program also provides the 
institute with a modest source of added 
income. Last year, the institute netted about 
$4 million in profit on revenues of $8 
million. In addition, according to a state- 
ment about the program, the aim is to 
increase overall corporate financial support 
fbr MlT and to bolster linkages between 
indusay and the institute. 

Walter M i e ,  assistant to MlT President 
Paul Gray, insists that the institute is not 
selling the United States short. He argues 
that science is a two-way street and that in 
an age of multinational~corporations tech- 
nology transfer is inevitable. 'The flow of 
knowledge cannot be botdad up," he says, 
observing that many of the institute's stu- 
dents come from all parts of the world. It 
would be a mistake, he says, to try to 
regulate the flow of this knowledge. 

Likely to agree with Milne are several big 
players in the science policy arena. Slated to 
tenitjr at next week's hearing are directors of 
two federal agencies that provide large 
chunks of reJearch grant money to MIT 
each year-Erich Bloch of the National Sci- 
ence Foundation and James Wyngaarden, 
director of the National Institutes of Health. 
NSF's Bloch was not prepared to talk with 
Sn'ente about the matter, but his general 
counsel, Charles Hm, says the agency gen- 
erally supports the principle of sharing of 
data. Indeed, there has been a big push in 
recent vears for universities to work more 
closely 'with the private sector in order to 
move technology more quickly into the mar- 
ketplace. 

L c o n d  Minsky of the National Coali- 
tion fbr Universities in the Public Interest, 
an organization that is concerned about 
industiy ties in university d, agraes 
that science cannot advance without shar- 
ing. But Minsky argues that MlT, Stanford 
Univrrsity, and others have "a special re- 
sponsibility to the United Statesn to look 
out for the interests of public and U.S. 
industry. Although MlT claims to be a 
private institution, Minsky daims that it 
d y  is public because about 80% of its 
research funding comes from the govem- 
ment. In 1987, federal agencies supplied 
$206 million of the iiIStitute'S $264-million 
nondefense R&D budget 

Nicholas ~ e ~ r o ~ o n i e ,  chairman of an 
MIT faculty committee that oversccs the 
operation of the liaison, does not sa U.S. or 
hreign participants getting any great edge 
on other companies. He says the flow of 
information is not just one way.'We gain far 
more ihrmation b m  our foreign contacts 
than we give them." 

Weiss, however, is not convinced. 
m u s e  information is it anyway?" he 
asks. MARKC~WPOED 
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