
curve on the issue, at least catching up to it. 
USDA spending on its competitive grants 
program has grown from $39.7 million in 
fiscal year 1989 to $97.5 million this year 
and $150 million has been proposed for 1993. 
"Agricultural interests have finally turned 
the comer. There is the realization that if 
agriculture is to be competitive, [USDA] 
must support competitive research," says 
Mary Clutter, assistant director for biology 
at the National Science Foundation (NSF) 
and a long-time supporter ofresearch in plant 
biology. "My sense is that USDA is seriously 
and firmlv committed to establishing a ma- - 
jor and comprehensive grant program," agrees 
Theodore Hullar, chairman of the NRC's 
Board on Agriculture and chancellor of the 
University of California, Davis, which has 
one of the nation's preeminent agriculture 
schools. 

But the scientists won't want to let up on 
USDA: Currently only about 60% ofUSDA's 
competitive grant money goes into plant re- 
search and the department is putting tens of 
millions of dollars annually into the snakeweed, 
blueberry, and other projects that have not 
gone through competitive peer review. 

Says committee chair Goodman of 
USDA's grants program: "The optimist in 
me agrees that there has been progress. The 
realist, however, sees how metastable this 
innovation at Agriculture really is!' Which 
is why, when the NRC committee first met 

Critics. Robert Goodman (left) and Theodore 
Hullar want USDA to be more like NIH. 

21 months ago, its members were so disillu- 
sioned with the lack of progress at USDA 
over so many years, that an early draft of the 
report suggested that any special initiative 
for plant biology be given to another federal 
agency. "There was the feeling," said one 
committee member, "that USDA had had 
ample opportunity to build basic plant biol- 
ogy but had blown it." 

Eventually, however, political reality pre- 
vailed, especially in view of the fact that no 
other agency is likely to come up with any- 
thing near the $1 billion that USDA has in 
its research budget. For example, the NSF, 
the next most abundant source of funds, ex- 
pects to spend $80 million on plant research 
in 1992, Clutter says. Hence the recommen- 
dation in the final report, entitled "Plant 
Biology Research and Training for the 21st 

U.S. and Russia Proceed Cautiously 
T h e  signing of a major arms-control agree- 
ment overshadowed virtually everythiig else 
at last week's Washington summit between 
U.S. President George Bush and Russian Fed- 
eration President Boris Yeltsin. But the sum- 
mit also produced two important civilianspace 
agreements that demonstrate the two nations' 
intent to pursue broad cooperative activities 
while they cautiously explore the ideaof trans- 
ferring former Soviet technology to the U.S. 
space program (Science, 12 June, p. 1510). 

The new cooperative agreement, an ex- 
pansion of a 1987-u.s.-Soviet pact, 
sets out a framework for joint 
projects in space science and explo- 
ration. According to the National 
Aeronautics and Space Adminis- 
tration (NASA) associate deputy 
administrator Sam Keller, these may 
include three manned missions: a 
flight ofRussian cosmonauts aboard 
the U.S. space shuttle in Novem- 
ber 1993; a visit by U.S. astronauts 
to the Russian Mir space station in 
1993; and a U.S. shuttle mission to 
Mir in 1994 or 1995. In addition. 
unmanned projects such as space- 
based global monitoring are also 

under consideration. This agreement, how- 
ever, does not cover projects that might in- 
volve an exchange of funds-such as an in- 
novative plan under which NASA would 
buy a spare lander from the Russian Mars 94 
mission that the Russians would then 
launch-Keller savs. 

Both govemmeks also now plan to send 
aerospace business delegations to meet with 
their counterparts in order to assess technolo- 
gies and compare business practices. And the 
United States has agreed to "consider favor- 

Century," for a National Institute of Plant % 
Biology in USDA that follows the model of $ 
the competitive review systems at the Na- ,Z 
tional Institutes of Health and the NSF. ' I 'hq 
Goodman report also asks for all the accou- ; 
trements of a sensibly managed research pro- 
gram, including funding for training pro- ; 
grams and support for facilities and meet- 5 
ings. "The [USDA] system needs more than ' 
fiietuning))) says Goodman "It needs com- 3 
plete rethiiing." x 

But now that USDA's competitive grants 3 
program is growing, will the complete re- 3 
thinking that Goodman recommends take i 

place? ~ i l l a r ,  for one, is optimistic, although 8 
he cautions that overall budget stringencies 8 

L and concerns that expansion of agriculture's :: 
competitive grants program might damage & 
local and regional projects, which still have 5 
strong political support, might slow or derail 5 
a major shift in policy. Still, one of the major 3 
protectors of those political interests, Repre- 
sentative Jamie Whitten (BMS), has re- 
cently stepped down at 1,east temporarily from 
his powerful post as chairman of the House 
Appropriations Committee, and that may 
ease the way to the changes the NRC panel is 
recommending. And if USDA should prove 
unwilling to fulfill the role the panel has 
proposed for it, the report has another sug- 
gestion: "The NSF should be assigned the 
task of leading the program!' 

-Anne Simon Moffat 

ably" a request by Inmarsat, the International 
Maritime Satellite Organization, to launch a 
geosynchronous communications satellite 
aboard a Russian Protonbooster later this sum- 
mer. Final approval, however, ah i t s  State 
Department issuance of an export license. The 
White House savs the license will not be m t e d  - 
until the twonationsnegotiate a bilateral agree- 
ment to guard against unwarranted transfer of 
Inmarsat-3 technology to Russia. 

Just a day after Bush and Yeltsin an- 
nounced the space cooperation pact, NASA 
signed a $1 million, 1-year contract with the 
semiprivate Russian aerospace firm NPO 

Watch this space. Bush and Yeltsin in accord. 

Energiya for a study of certain Rus- 
sian technology that might be use- 
ful to the U.S. space station. T o p  
ping the list are studies of the Soyuz 
TM spacecraft, whichNASA is con- 
sidering as an interim rescue vehicle 
for the space station, and the 
Progress transport spacecraft. Simi- 
larly, NPO Energiya will look into 
the possibility of adapting to NASA 
specifications the automated dock- 
ing and rendezvous system now in 
use aboard Mir, and any obstacles to 
the use of Mir for NASA's long lead- 
time life science experiments. 

-David P. Hamilton 
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