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Indirect Costs

In the coverage in Science (News & Com-
ment, 22 Mar., p. 1420; ScienceScope, 22
Feb., p. 863) and elsewhere of recent accu-
sations of the padding of indirect costs at
Stanford, no one has made the point that the
real scandal is not the illegal activities of
those who defraud the federal government;
the scandal is what is legal (1). Direct costs
of research grants receive meticulous scien-
tific review and are now routinely pared to
the bone by study sections. All of us must
know of microscopes or other necessary
pieces of equipment cut from grants on the
grounds that they were not absolutely need-
ed for full-time use and surely could be
borrowed from another laboratory.

Indirect costs, on the other hand, which
have over the past decade been rising at
nearly five times the rate of direct costs in
real terms [calculated for National Institutes
of Health RO1 grants in (2)], receive no
review for scientific appropriateness. Thus
for Stanford University to charge its flowers,
sailboats, sports programs, and antiques
purchases to the expenses reimbursed by the
indirect cost rate may well be legal and
consistent with its other indirect costs ac-
counting practices, however embarrassing it
appears to be when brought to public no-
tice. Few scientists realize that the question
relevant to indirect costs is the extent to
which they were incurred in support of the
research as opposed to the teaching or pub-
lic service activities of a university (3).
Whether or not those expenses were neces-
sary for the research, or even whether they
actually facilitated research, does not enter
in. Scientists simply do not participate in
making these judgments. If a university
administrator wants to install gold-plated
benches in a laboratory not used for teach-
ing, indirect costs will pay for them.
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Indirect costs at some level are clearly
necessary. No one wants to destroy our
great university centers for research, which
have flourished under federal support over
the past 50 years. Nor do most scientists
wish to continue working in old, crumbling
buildings without hope of their renovation
or replacement. Under the present rules,
however, indirect costs are restrained only
by the probity and innate frugality of most
university administrators, who for the com-
mon good put their own institutions at a
competitive disadvantage to those with
more skillful accountants.

The capture of huge indirect costs from
our limited research budgets by some uni-
versities deprives all working scientists of
funds needed to conduct their research and
threatens the public support for science.
Movement toward a uniform national indi-
rect cost rate for universities appears to me
to be the only answer, forcing the universi-
ties to compete on the basis of the efficiency
of their services rather than on the ingenuity
of their accountants.

MICHAEL P. STRYKER
Department of Physiology,
University of California,

San Francisco, CA 941430444
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ScienceScope (22 Feb., p. 863) reports
that Stanford University President Donald
Kennedy was not prepared for an interview
on the ABC news show “20/20.” Those who
watched the program may agree. Those who
did not watch the program know that it is
not important for a university president to
prepare himself for ABC’s “20/20.” What is
important is for him to be prepared to run a
university, and Donald Kennedy has done
an admirable job over the past 10 years.

The present controversy over improper
charges to the U.S. government stems from
mistakes on the part of all of us, but it is
Kennedy who is taking the brunt. If not
Kennedy, then who? We, the faculty, are the
beneficiaries of the research funding on
campus, and we should not push the blame
onto a single person. We should have been
more diligent in tracing the charges. Mis-
takes have been made, such as the charging
of the yacht as well as expenses related to the
Stanford Shopping Center. They were not
made in the president’s office, but in the
acccounting office.

The accounting system must be corrected.
Kennedy has appointed a committee of well-
qualified people to review the current re-

porting procedures and make recommenda-
tions to effect a more accurate system.

Kennedy has been a strong president in

leading a research and teaching institution

that is part of our national pride and has an

international reputation. We must not let

this present controversy diminish what

Stanford has accomplished. We must con-

tinue to work at improving the quality of

both our research and teaching.

C. F. QUATE

Edward L. Ginzton Laboratory,

Stanford University,

Stanford, CA 94305-4085

NSF Directorates

We would like to correct the impression
that there is unanimity among the organiza-
tions testifying on the issue of a separate
National Science Foundation (NSF) director-
ate for the social and behavioral sciences
(Briefings, 15 Feb., p. 742). Not all organi-
zations “disagreed” with the doubts expressed
by Mary Clutter and others within NSF.

The recently circulated testimonies of the
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