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Subcommittees Vote ‘Big Science’ Veto

A House appropriations subcommittee
voted last week to kill funding for the
planned U.S. space station. At the same
time, it left intact most other science
programs within NASA and the National
Science Foundation, and boosted re-
search funding for the EPA.

The subcommittee has jurisdiction
over the budgets of all independent fed-
eral agencies. Its vote, which shocked
NASA officials and aerospace contrac-
tors, holds strong symbolic value, reflect-
ing the willingness of Congress to reev-
aluate its commitment to politically
popular “big science” projects.

The full appropriations committee
could overturn the decision in the next
few weeks. Or House members could
reject this appropriations bill and restore
space station funds when the bill comes
to a vote on the floor. However, several
knowledgeable insiders suspect the sub-
committee’s verdict will stand. Just one
day after the vote, Rep. George E. Brown
Jr. (D-Calif.), chairman of the House Sci-
ence, Space and Technology Committee,
said the space station “looks like it’s
defunct.”

During the same week, a second appro-
priations subcommittee voted to sharply
reduce spending on another controver-
sial megaproject: the Superconducting
Super Collider (SSC).

Many science policy analysts and law-
makers on Capitol Hill read last week’s
balloting not just as votes against the
space station and SSC, but as watershed
challenges to the multibillion-dollar “big
science” projects that dominate the bud-
gets of major research agencies.

Daniel Sarewitz, a staff member of the
House science committee, says the first
appropriations subcommittee essentially
offered “either to cut out the space sta-
tion and leave funding for basic science at
NASA, EPA and NSF intact, or to fund the
space station and cut severely basic sci-
ence.” This tradeoff, “driven solely by
fiscal constraints,” does not reflect any
particular philosophy of science policy
or what's best for the research and devel-
opment community, Sarewitz maintains.

The cost of Space Station Freedom,
originally estimated in 1984 at about $8
billion, may approach $40 billion, accord-
ing to the most recent projections. Con-
gress has so far spent $4 billion on it.

“We simply can no longer afford huge
new projects, with huge price tags, while
trying to maintain services that the
American people expect,” says Rep. Bob
Traxler (D-Mich.), chairman of the sub-
committee that voted to terminate the
program.

The space station has suffered consid-
erable criticism recently. In March, for
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example, the Washington Post and the
Springfield, Va.-based Space News, re-
spectively, published leaked evaluations
of the program by a National Research
Council committee and by the President’s
Office of Science and Technology Policy.
Both articles questioned the space sta-
tion’s scientific value in light of newly
proposed cost-cutting changes. “Feder-
ally Funded Research,” a report released
last week by the congressional Office of
Technology Assessment (OTA), also con-
cludes that “the space station has little
justification on scientific grounds.”

However, the OTA report cites a gen-
eral, tacit expectation that once “the ‘go/
no-go’ decision has been made at the
national level,” funding to complete a
science megaproject will “be honored, no
matter how much the cost estimates or
timetables for completion change.” Last
week’s votes appear to signal a change in
this implied contract — a change por-
tended by recent budget limitations, the
OTA report maintains.

“I foresee a message coming out of the
appropriations committee that we are not
going to be able to fund the big projects —
the megaprojects,” says Rep. Ron Packard
(R-Calif.), a House science committee
member. “If we can't provide the research
that will stimulate and motivate the pri-
vate sector to do some of those [megapro-
jects], they probably won't get done.”

The new subcommittee decisions have
also reignited debate over how Congress
sets its funding priorities. What these
votes “bring to light is that we don't have a
mechanism in Congress yet for studying
[research] priorities,” Brown maintains.
“We need a system that can set priorities
— as, say, between the space station and
the SSC, or between the civilian
space program and the military space
program.”

The OTA report reaches a similar con-
clusion: “There are few mechanisms and
no tradition [within the federal funding
system] of ranking research topics across
fields and subfields of inquiry”

Because the science community “has
long declined to engage in priority set-
ting,” Congress has been forced to do so,
the report contends. Moreover, the re-
port argues that Congress’ efforts have
fallen short in three ways:

e “Criteria used in selecting areas of
research and megaprojects are not made
explicit, and appear to vary widely”

e “There is currently no formal or
explicit mechanism for evaluating the

“total research portfolio of the federal

government in terms of progress toward
national objectives,” such as increasing
national security, health, economic activ-
ity or educational resources.
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e The principal filters used as criteria
for screening the projects most worthy of
funding — scientific merit and mission
relevance — have proved too coarse to
narrow the field to a manageable list of
choices.

Brown, responding to this analysis,
announced last week that he had created
a task force within the House science
committee to focus on the health of
research. Expected to meet weekly, the
10-member group aims to develop more
useful criteria for helping Congress set
research funding priorities, especially
across scientific disciplines.

Sarewitz, a member of the new task
force, says, “We need to set up some way
of comparing programs that might seem
scientifically not comparable,” such as
whether and how much each project
contributes to the achievement of already
articulated national goals. He adds that
the task force might also consider asking
federal research agencies to articulate
their long-term strategic goals—and then
making them “come back to us with the
data that show whether or not they're
achieving those goals.” — J. Raloff

Manic depression:
Success story dims

Since the discovery more than 30 years
ago that lithium salts can take the edge off
the sharp mood swings of manic depres-
sion, psychiatrists have considered this
treatment a major success story. However,
a 7Vs-year follow-up of formerly hospi-
talized manic depressives shows that
about 40 percent of those receiving
lithium, sometimes combined with other
treatments, continue to experience
marked emotional highs and lows, as well
as serious problems at work and home.

On the positive side, the study charts
consistent improvement and good over-
all functioning among one in three
lithium-treated manic depressives.

Joseph E Goldberg of Michael Reese
Hospital in Chicago presented the new
data last week at the annual meeting of
the American Psychiatric Association in
New Orleans. The results extend his four-
year follow-up of the same group of
patients, which yielded similar findings
(SN: 6/27/87, p.410).

Other recent studies show that within
two years of starting lithium treatment,
about 40 percent of manic depressives
experience a new episode of mania, says
William Z. Potter of the National Institute
of Mental Health in Bethesda, Md.

“Our standard treatment for manic
depression isn’t working as we hoped it
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