Senators Clash Over Military “Pork”

When several science projects popped up in the Defense appro-
priation bill without warning last month, a few Senators roared
with outrage. But only a handful of their colleagues paid them
much heed. The bill proposed giving about $120 million in
special grants to research centers—most of them at universities—
that had never been asked to compete, pass peer review, or even
go through a perfunctory congressional hearing to win their
money. These funds are in addition to the more than $200
million for similar academic pork buried in other appropriations
bills Congress approved earlier this year (see Science, 1 Novem-
ber, p. 640).

The new awards—to be scattered from

rules, NSF must reciprocate by cutting its research budget by at
least $5 million. And it could be more: Another $70 million
must be cut from NSF or from housing programs at the Depart-
ment of Housing and Urban Development. The Administration
will decide where to take the cuts this month.

The earmarked projects, though only a tiny fraction of the
$271-billion defense bill, took up more time in the debate than
any other item. The problem, Senator Albert Gore (D-TN)
pointed out, is that they may result in an inefficient use of scarce
federal science dollars. Some may actually disrupt other well-
made plans. For example, Gore zeroed in on a clause saying that
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they voted to kill the entire Defense bill
rather than acquiesce in this game. They were joined by a score of
other dissenters, but lost in the final vote on 23 November, 66-29.

The result was a defeat for strict peer review, but passage of the
bill was nevertheless not entirely bad for science. For one thing,
the bill assured the National Science Foundation (NSF) that it.
will get just about all the money requested by the Administration
this year. The piece of its budget that was missing until last week
was $105 million for the Antarctic research program. Congress
had left it out of the NSF appropriation, arguing that it should
come from Defense because it would be at least partly used to
clean up an environmental mess inherited from the Navy. The
Defense bill now calls upon the Pentagon to hand over the $105
million. But there’s a hitch. To comply with arcane new budget

for aeronautics research at Kansas State
University; $29 million for undefined research at Boston Uni-
versity; and many others.

While earmarking by the appropriations committees has drawn
flak in the past 2 years, especially from members of the authoriz-
ing committees, who see it as an intrusion on their turf, the
prospects for change are not great. Patricia Warren, executive
director of the Higher Education Colloquium on Science Facili-
ties, says the underlying problem is that there’s no ready alter-
native for building new science facilities at universities. The
Colloquium would like to see Congress create competitive
programs at every R&D agency to finance new academic re-
search facilities. Until that happens, she says, the porkbarrel
trend will “continue to increase.” m ELIOT MARSHALL

effort to measure vitamin levels in the blood
and see how they relate to several diseases.
A particularly important piggyback study
will be carried out in Britain on the effect of
hormone replacement therapy. New hor-
mone formulations for post-menopausal
women include progestrogens as well as es-
trogens. According to Phil Hannaford, a
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general practitioner and epidemiologist at
the Royal College of General Practitioners’
Manchester Research Unit, who is co-
ordinating the study, “Added progestrogens
might reduce the risk of cancer of the womb
associated with estrogens, but might them-
selves increase the risk of heart problems.”
With data from the new study, they will have

a chance to work out the overall risk factors.

Some patience will be needed before the
answers begin to come in. It will be “7 or 8
years from now,” says Riboli, before Euro-
pean doctors will be able to start lecturing
their patients on the cancer risks that come
with English sausages or on the benefits of
Italian olive oil. # JEREMY CHERFAS
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