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We Need a Science White House
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Tomorrow Hillary Clinton, BarackObamaand JohnMcCain should havebeengoing toe-to-toein a
televisedsciencedebate.All three were invited by a bipartisangroup of Nobel laureatesand other
scholarscalled ScienceDebat008 to step on stageat the Franklin Institute in Philadelphiaand
explainhow they will ensurethat America continuesto dominatethe sciencesLeadingin scientific
research and advancement is an essential element to our future prosperity, health and national defense.

All three candidatesdeclined.Apparently the top contenderdor our nation'shighestelective office
have better things to do than explain to the public their views on securing America's future.

Protectingthat future startswith understandinghat much of the wealth in this country comesfrom
scientificresearctandtechnologicainnovation.Translatingscienceinto commercenasopenedip vast
new fields of endeavorand hasraisedthe standardof living in America. The countrythatis on the
cutting edgeof developingnew technologyis the country bestpositionedto benefit from that new
technology.

A clear exampleis biotechnology.The U.S. is a leaderhere,and is able to capitalizeon its pre-
eminencewith disease-resistantrops, anticancerdrugs and much more. By developinga strong
understandingf the basicsciencethat underliesadvancesn biotechnology,we are also creatinga
good training ground for a future generation of scientists and innovators.

But America cannotsimply assumeits lead in sciencewill continue.In recentyearsthe science
community hasbeenstarvedof the resourcest needs.Young, new, energeticscientistsare the seed

corn of nearly all new scientific development. However, our schools, laboratories and granting agencies
all, in oneway or anotherdiscouragdaunchinga careerin the sciencesTherearefew grantsto live

on; and both schoolsand laboratorieshave long sincelost the senseof joy we rememberfrom our
younger days. Sciencecan be exciting and attractive. But convincing bright studentsto become
scientists requires a lot more than we are now providing.

A young university scientisttoday spendsmuch of his or her time scouringup funding ratherthan
wrestling out the secretsof nature.And the young are not so young. At the National Institutes of
Health, the averageageof a first grantis 42 for a Ph.D.and 44 for an M.D. We needpolicies that
nurtureexcellenceandgive scientistandependencat a youngerage.And we needto makeAmerican
science attractive to both those who were born here and those who were born abroad.

Lastyearthingsseemedopeful,at leastfor the physicalsciencesThe National Academyof Sciences
issueda report,"Rising Above the GatheringStorm," that helpeddrive Congresdo passlegislation—
the AmericanCompetitivenessnitiative (ACI) — aimedat bolsteringthe scienceslt was supposedo
beefup the study of sciencein high school.In the end,no moneywasfound to fund the initiative. It
was a commitment made, but not kept.



That's embarrassing as well as shortsighted. We need to re-energize our commitment to being the
world's leader in science and technology. We can start doing that by doing afew things:

We need a president who moves science back into the White House. Today we do not have a
presidential science adviser and there is no office of science in the White House.

Our government needs to treat science honestly. When the world's scientists flag global warming as a
threat to our way of life, it isawarning that should be taken seriousdly. Stewardship of the planet is our
responsibility. No one elseisgoing to do it for us.

We need to fund ACI and double the National Science Foundation's budget for basic research. The
government should fund science at alevel that will ensure that the U.S. staysin aleadership position in
areas like biotechnology, military preparedness, electronics and communication. We need to pay
special attention to health research.

We also need to encourage young people to become educated about scientific issues, regardless of
whether they become scientists.

This would all be a start. But a complete overhaul of national science policy is needed to prepare the
U.S. for afuture rapidly overtaking us. Our presidential hopefuls should be telling us their positions on
critical science issues, but they have not done so yet. We hope they become more responsive in the
months ahead.
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