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EDITORIAL

Chairman of the House Science Committee

The 1990s have been times of uncertainty and thwarted hopes for many scientists. The 1994
election piled on a further layer of uncertainties. Will budgets affecting science be formulated
with more zeal than wisdom? Will there be paralyzing dichotomies between Republicans in
the House and Senate? Will the House Science Committee chaired by Robert S. Walker (R—
PA) have a beneficial role in fostering science?

The committee has legislative jurisdiction and oversight authority on many matters
pertaining to science and technology. Its membership totals about 50 and includes 27 Repub-
licans. Much of the work of the committee will be conducted by subcommittees on Space
and Aeronautics, Basic Research, Energy and Environment, and Technology. A press release
stated, “The Subcommittee on Basic Research (SBR) has legislative jurisdiction and general
and special oversight authority on all matters related to science policy.” Twelve areas were
listed under the SBR as examples of its domain. Three of these were: the Office of Science
and Technology Policy, the National Science Foundation (NSF), and University Research
Policy, including overhead. The Subcommittee on Energy.and the Environment has a simi-
lar relation to many facets of research in the Department of Energy as well as the science and
risk assessment activities of the federal government.

Much of what will happen affecting science will be determined by the character and
instincts of key politicians involved. Recent statements by Walker indicate some of his judg-
ments and priorities.

In comments since 8 November 1994, Walker has displayed a mixture of politician
and evangelist. The politician appeared on 14 December, at a press conference in which
Walker mentioned some of his legislative agenda. Included were a hydrogen research bill,
space commercialization, and risk assessment legislation. He also pledged support for a
manned space station. During a press conference he was asked about a staff memorandum
from a Republican budget committee suggesting that a number of agencies—including the
U.S. Geological Survey, the Bureau of Mines, and the Office of Technology Assessment—be
eliminated. He was noncommittal. His response to an inquiry about the NSF was explicit.
The NSF should be essentially a basic science agency.

A different side of Walker was evident in an essay titled, “The Four Revolutions,”
issued a week after the November elections. He reflected on the momentous political, eco-
nomic, cultural, and technological revolutions now affecting the world. Selected quotations
from Walker’s essay follow:

The challenge we face is to understand the nature of the four revolutions so that we can establish
a framework for addressing the future, tailor a message that presents an optimistic analysis of the future,
build a consensus around policies that make sense in the midst of revolution, and begin the process of
rejecting policies that tie us to the status quo.

We are moving from a collection of national economies to a global economy. . . . [I]t is clear
intellectual acumen and information will play a heavy role in its development. . . . Technological
innovation must be actively encouraged, not discouraged by government regulation or cultural fear of
the unknown. Strong ethical and moral foundations must be laid and maintained, so that people have
strong values on which to rely as change envelops their lives. . . .

Economic change can open vast new horizons of growth and employment. Political change can
open the doors for more hope and opportunity. Cultural change can create a foundation of values on
which to build a future. Technological change can provide the means to pursue our dreams.

The challenge we face is to mold those changes in ways that lead to hope rather than hate;
foresight rather than fear; virtue rather than victimization; vision rather than vitriol. That challenge is
not just for politicians and policy-makers. It is a challenge for all Americans in an era of revolution.

In the past, hearings conducted by the predecessor of the Science Committee have
often been pro forma affairs usually not receiving media attention. Walker will probably
change that. Among other events will be sessions in which cabinet and agency heads will be
expected to provide their views of ways in which their organizations will prepare for the
future. If the questions asked are sufficiently well-chosen and penetrating, stimulating dis-
course will follow. Public policy will be influenced in needed, future-oriented directions.

Philip H. Abelson
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