WASHINGTON NEWS

to undertake an 18-month study of the
entire process by which all federal agencies
evaluate the success of their research and
development funding, including efforts
“which are unsuccessful or unproductive.”
The White House Office of Management
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and Budget (OMB) must identify all civil-
ian programs that fall into the unsuccessful
category and report them to Congress.
Programs that remain in the category two
years in a row would be targeted by OMB
for restructuring or termination.

The academy study was supposed to
begin October 1, but will be rescheduled
when FRIA emerges from the House and
the inevitable House-Senate conference
committee.
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An analysis of public policy issues and how they
affect MRS members and the materials community...

Federal Research Investment Act (S. 2217) Presents Opportunities for
Scientists to Communicate with Elected Officials

For the last 40 years national security has
provided a reason for the federal govern-
ment’s support of research and develop-
ment efforts. Over the years, even “civilian”
agencies such as the National Science
Foundation and the National Institutes of
Health have benefited from this battle cry.
However, the cold war is over and the glob-
al economic war is starting. Fortunately, the
current U.S. economic situation, although
tenuous, provides the United States with a
balanced budget for the first time in 29
years. What is lost on many people outside
of science, engineering, and technology cir-
cles is that high-tech has been one of the dri-
ving forces behind the country’s recent eco-
nomic success. One has to only look at the
front page of the newspaper to see how the
World Wide Web—based on new, faster
computers and hardware—is changing the
way many industries do business. Faster,
easier, and more efficient data manipulation
and storage technology allows access to
information that was unthought of even five
years ago and advances in materials, model-
ing, and fuel cell technology lead us toward
safer, less expensive, more efficient, and en-
vironmentally cleaner vehicles. None of this
would be possible without federally funded
R&D. In fact, half of the economic growth
since World War II and one-third of the
United States’ current economic output are
due to high tech. However, at the start of
Fiscal Year 1998 Congressional Research
Service out-year predictions had federal
funding for R&D declining in real dollars.
Something is wrong with this picture.

One of the most painful lessons that I
learned during my year as a Congressional
Fellow in Sen. Jay Rockefeller’s (D-W.Va.)
office was that scientists and engineers do
not spend much time explaining to the gov-
ernment or the public what they do, why
they do it, or why someone besides another
scientist or engineer should care. This is
detrimental to maintaining or increasing
support for science and technology. Elected
officials are unlikely to put their name and
energy behind issues important to the sci-
entific community if they do not under-
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stand what scientists do; why it is impor-
tant on a local, state, and national level; and
have confidence that supporting science
and technology—perhaps at the cost of
other projects or programs—will be sup-
ported by their constituents. Stated another
way, if scientists want support from the
government they need to make the effort to
explain themselves in ways the government
and the general public understand.

For years individual cliques within the
S$&T community have supported various
agencies and programs within the bureau-
cracy. However, very little broad support
has come from the community for S&T
funding in general. Fortunately some
members of Congress understand this sit-
uation and are trying to take steps to sup-
port science, engineering, and technology.
In order to try to build support for S&T in
Congress and provide a vehicle for scien-
tists and engineers to contact their elected
officials Sens. Rockefeller and Bill Frist (R-
Tenn.) co-authored S. 2217, the Federal
Research Investment Act, or FRIA. This
bill, passed in the Senate with 36 biparti-
san cosponsors, calls for a near doubling of
scientific and precompetitive engineering
R&D funding over the next 12 years, pre-
sents a legislative argument why this
funding is important to the country, and
establishes language to ensure that the
funding should be implemented in a bal-
anced way so that all disciplines benefit
(see Washington News in this issue).

As Rockefeller warned in April at a hear-
ing on Federal Research and Development,
“What we need is for the various compo-
nents [of science and technology] to come
together, not just to fight for their particular
part, but to come together in sort of a com-
mon providing ground.” I think that S. 2217
is an opportunity for this to happen. I hope
that this bill can serve as a catalyst to
encourage scientists and engineers to con-
tact their elected officials at the local, state,
and especially federal level in order to have
a discussion on why S&T funding is impor-
tant personally, professionally, and as a
member of the community and why it

should be important to elected officials. It is
also a great chance for scientists and engi-
neers to build a mutual relationship with
their elected officials and learn more about
what they do and how they do it. Bill S. 2217
is also a great test case for members of pro-
fessional and industrial societies to decide
at what level they are comfortable being
involved in the discussions of ideas which
are contained in legislation, or in legislation
itself. Members of these societies, Materials
Research Society and others, should not
hesitate to express their feelings on these
matters. The issues are only going to get
more complex and the decision times will
only get shorter so the more infrastructure
that is in place now, both in professional
societies and in lines of communication
between scientists and their elected offi-
cials, the easier it will be to transmit infor-
mation on future subjects.

I would love to take all the credit and say
that it was my boss’s hard work and dedi-
cation that led to the success of S. 2217 last
session, but that would not be totally true.
Without the official endorsement of profes-
sional societies such as the American
Physical Society and the American Chemical
Society and hours of supportive phone calls
and personal visits by representatives of
many different professional and industrial
societies, universities, companies, and inter-
ested individuals, S. 2217 would have gone
nowhere. Our success this year was a great
start, but we need even more effort to make
S. 2217 become law. We also need to use
S. 2217 to start building the infrastructure
that will provide more and better informa-
tion to decision makers in the future. The
scientific community has tremendous polit-
ical potential because of the critical role that
S&T is playing in the U.S. economy. It is
time to turn that potential into activity.
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