
Scientists Offer Next President Advice on Filling Science Posts

By Kelly Field 
September 17, 2008

A new report offers the presidential candidates some advice on filling key scientific and technological posts after the election. 

The report, jointly issued by the National Academy of Sciences, the National Academy of Engineering, and the Institute of Medicine, lists 80 high-level science and technology appointments that the new president will have to fill come January. It urges scientists to consider the jobs, and asks Congress and the incoming administration to remove some of the hurdles in the notoriously convoluted confirmation process. 

“The new administration and the nation will need exceptionally able scientists, engineers, and health professionals to serve in the federal government,” said John Edward Porter, a former Republican congressman from Illinois and chairman of the committee that wrote the report. “We hope that scientists and engineers will welcome this opportunity to bring fresh ideas and new energy to our nation’s agenda, and we hope that Congress and the incoming president will reduce the obstacles to attracting the best and brightest people to these jobs.”

Meanwhile, across town, another group of scientists was holding a press conference to urge the next president to invest more in basic energy research. The event, held by The Science Coalition and the Task Force on the Future of American Innovation, included Susan Hockfield, president of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and Steven Chu, Nobel laureate and director of the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory. 





Energy: Apollo-like Program Needed 

By Janet Raloff

September 17, 2008
A shaky U.S. economy faces further erosion by escalating energy costs. Consumers’ energy gluttony threatens national security. Growing evidence indicates fossil-fuel emissions are altering the global climate. These issues are not only real but also “profoundly tied together,” argued MIT president Susan Hockfield, this morning. The way to get out of this bind, she said, was to catalyze “a dramatic new level of federal investment in energy research and development.”

Hockfield was one of a quartet of luminaries who came to the National Press Club, here in Washington, D.C., to discuss why the public and lawmakers should enthusiastically hand over more money for basic energy research — those long-term studies with no immediately obvious payoff.

The nation’s universities, industries and national labs should galvanize around a common goal of learning how to do more — with less: less energy, that is. Indeed, Hockfield and the others said; cutting energy use should become the 21st century’s Apollo mission — a broad-based national initiative equivalent in focus and enthusiasm to the engineering marvel that allowed America to initially land humans on the moon.

I asked whether the doubling of federal investments in basic research that has been proposed by presidential candidate Barack Obama (and rejected as too costly by the campaign of his rival John McCain) would be enough to accomplish this heroic feat. Not nearly, Hockfield replied. “I’m calling for an immediate tripling [of federal spending], and may up to a 10-fold increase.”

In fact, a doubling in basic research funding would only restore federal investments in that sector (measured as a percent of gross domestic product) to where they were in the 1970s, according to David Bell, president of Intersil Corp., a manufacturer of high-performance semiconductors.

After someone questioned how all this new money might be spent, Hockfield demurred and acknowledged “we don’t have a roadmap.” Indeed, this cartographic initiative should get underway immediately, she argued, before conditions — the economy, energy prices and the global climate —get any worse.

I think this morning’s speakers made a strong case. Unfortunately, it probably doesn’t matter much what I think. Lawmakers weigh issues and decisions differently than I do, and I don’t reflect the average consumer. And this may severely limit the impact of this morning’s message.

I’m swayed by facts and the value of investing in research. It comes from studying science and what it can tell us about our universe. I also tend to take the long view. I can afford to. I’m not living from paycheck to paycheck or threatened with being evicted from my home. Such swords of Damocles distract us, understandably, from worrying about what our world will look like a year from now, let alone a century hence.

So, talking to me is like preaching to the converted. What today’s speakers did not do is couch their arguments in ways that are likely to convince most skeptics to become a convert. One who gave it a good shot, though, was Steven Chu, a Nobel laureate in physics and director of Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory.

He argued for the precautionary principle with this apocryphal scenario: Firemen put out the flames and save a home that has just experienced an electrical fire. Afterwards, the fire chief advises the owner to get his home inspected to see if the wiring was at fault and needs replacing. The first company the owner calls comes in and says yep: “This home is a fire waiting to happen. But for $20,000 it can be fixed and your family can sleep without fear.”

Not wanting to spend that much, the owner invites in a second and third company to assess the situation. And hears much the same conclusion.

That homeowner could bring in 50 more people to assess his situation and find one that tells him all is okay. But, Chu asked, is that prudent? Certainly, the homeowner’s safety and the lives of his family are worth more than $20,000. So, costly as it is, he should make the investment.

He was trying to strike a parallel to the United States, where its safety and economic security are imperiled by reliance on inefficient and polluting energy sources. Funding energy research should be viewed not as a cost, he says, but as an investment in an upgrade that’s necessary to survive.

Maybe. But I suspect the public — and their representatives in Congress — would like to see Hockfield’s roadmap of how our tax dollars would be spent. Writing a blank check is usually dangerous. Moreover, how can we hold our government accountable if criteria don’t yet exist to gauge whether it hits or misses the mark?

Let’s light a fire under our energy-research experts and get that roadmap. Pronto. 
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Dale McFeatters: Government spends for Wall Street, but not science

By DALE McFEATTERS

September 19, 2008 

WASHINGTON — To think a week ago we were fretting about pigs and lipstick!

Strange as it seems, the collapse of Wall Street (coupled with pure fear for our own futures) is not the most serious long-term problem that should worry us.

In the midst of the noise from Barack Obama and John McCain on how to get our country back on track, we must demand they address the frightening decline of money spent on science and transformational-technology research and development.

President Bush did little for eight years to shore up America’s competitiveness. During his watch we added $4 trillion to our $10 trillion national debt and now he is taking us into more debt to bail out insurance conglomerate AIG with $85 billion, $200 billion for Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac and billions more for Bear Stearns. But the government spends only a few billion a year on basic research that made this country a superpower.

According to Susan Hockfield, president of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, we are in great danger of being surpassed by such countries as China, Germany, India and Japan, which invest huge sums in new universities and scientific research.

The Science Coalition, representing 47 major universities, and the Task Force on the Future of American Innovation are pushing Congress to triple R&D funding by passing the America Competes bill. They have frightening statistics, especially about our lack of research into energy solutions. They calculate we spend less than $4 billion a year on clean energy R&D, less than the bill for three days worth of imported oil, less than 2 percent in today’s dollars of the total cost of the Apollo program. Yet our thirst for oil — 21 million barrels a day — clearly threatens our national and financial security.

In 2000, we spent $148 billion on fossil fuels. That figure will quadruple this year. In 1973, 93 percent of U.S. energy came from fossil fuels, with 6 percent from renewable sources and 1 percent from nuclear energy. Today, fossil fuels provide 85 percent; 7 percent is from renewable energy and 8 percent comes from nuclear power.

But we have done nothing serious about global warming, pretending the threat is not real.

Nobel laureate Steven Chu, director of the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, likens our situation to a family told there is a 50 percent chance their home will be destroyed by faulty wiring. The cost of new wiring is $20,000. The family, beset with obligations and bills, can either somehow get the money to be safe or continue consulting experts, hoping for one who will dismiss the threat.

Chu notes the Earth is now only 5 percent warmer than it was in the last ice age, when Pennsylvania and Ohio were frozen wastelands. The forecast is that the planet will warm another 5 degrees, resulting in the deaths of billions of people, he said.

David Bell, president, CEO and director of Intersil Corp., speaking on behalf of the Semiconductor Industry Association, said that basic, federally supported research provided the technology that makes possible cell phones, the data centers that support the Internet, hybrid cars and motor controls that run the nation’s biggest manufacturers. Yet that commitment has lessened. Who knows what others will discover that we won’t?

We’ve heard this before. In the 1970s, gas lines and oil prices scared us, and our government pledged action, long forgotten. We spend 50 percent less on energy R&D than we did then.

The Science Coalition and the innovation task force held a press conference seeking a national call to action by the next president, tax credits and more tax dollars for basic research. Let us insist that Obama and McCain tell us why we should go into more debt for $300 billion to bail out mismanaged companies but won’t spend $12 billion to secure our country’s future. You can put lipstick on a pig, but it’s still a pig.

— Scripps Howard News Service
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Susan Hockfield Pushes for Boosting Energy Research and Development 

By Imperial Valley News    

September 17, 2008 

Washington, DC - MIT President Susan Hockfield continued her call for the federal government to boost energy research funding, saying the United States needs “a commitment of historic proportions” to power innovation in the field.

A week after she testified before Congress and asked lawmakers to spark an energy revolution, Hockfield was back in Washington to address a news conference on the role of basic research in solving America’s energy crisis. The event, held at the National Press Club, was sponsored by The Science Coalition and The Task Force on the Future of American Innovation.

“Today, as we face the triple knot of economic insecurity, energy insecurity and global climate change, we should also see an opportunity, a profoundly hopeful, practical path to America’s future, through rapid, sustained, broad-based and intensive investment in basic energy research,” Hockfield said in prepared remarks.

Speaking alongside Hockfield at the news conference were David Bell ‘78, president, CEO and director of Intersil Corporation; Uma Chowdhry PhD ‘76, senior vice president and chief science and technology officer at DuPont; and Steven Chu, Nobel laureate and director of Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory.

The text of Hockfield’s prepared remarks follows:

All of us on this panel are here because we believe that America’s future depends on its ability to spark an energy revolution.

To power such innovation, our nation urgently needs to make a broad, coordinated commitment to energy research - a commitment of historic proportions - led by aggressive federal funding for basic energy research.

In the search for new energy answers, the scope of the challenge is so great that it demands intensive effort at every point along the research-and-development (R&D) spectrum, from the most fundamental scientific discovery research to the most applied pre-market development. From the Lawrence Berkeley Lab and MIT, to Dupont and Intersil, this panel exemplifies the breadth, intensity and unity of effort that the moment demands. I hope our presence here, as a united front, makes plain the urgency and obviousness of our message.

In any scientific or technical field, innovative solutions that reach the marketplace represent the flowering of research seeds planted years or even decades before. In the last quarter century, America has reaped the rewards of two innovation revolutions, in information technology and biotechnology. These revolutions launched entirely new industries, created millions of jobs, vastly improved our overall productivity and produced virtually all the technologies that account for our modern quality of life.

Where did those revolutions spring from? From the seeds of basic, federally funded research. Today, America badly needs an energy revolution, and funding basic research will once again pave the path to the goal.

To frame today’s discussion, let me describe America’s challenge in energy and energy research funding, and explain how we might transform that challenge into an opportunity.

We all know our tangled, triple knot of difficult problems: first, a shaky economy, battered by many forces including volatile energy prices; second, a geopolitical situation weighed down by issues of energy consumption and security; and third, mounting evidence of global climate change.

Each knot is daunting on its own, and the three are profoundly tied together. Fortunately, we have the power to loosen all those knots at once with a dramatic new level of federal investment in energy R&D. If one advance could transform America’s prospects, it would be having a range of clean, renewable, low-carbon energy technologies, ready to power our cars, our buildings and our industries, at scale, while creating jobs and protecting the planet.

If we want to own those future technologies, there is only one path: research.

Yet in the last several decades, federal funding for energy research has dwindled to the point of irrelevance. In 1980, 10%of federal research dollars went to energy. Today, when we really need energy answers, it is an embarrassing 2%.

Research investment by US energy companies has mirrored the drop in federally funded research. In 2004, the energy industry invested less than one quarter of one percent of revenues in R&D. This level is wildly out of step with any industry that depends on innovation. Pharmaceutical companies invest 18% of their revenues in R&D. Semiconductor firms invest 16%. Even the auto industry invests 3.3%. With current levels of federal and industry investment, we cannot expect an energy revolution. Moreover, while we welcome the recent surge in venture funding for “green” technologies, the fact is that venture money flows not to revolutionary research, but to near-market-ready ideas, the very last phase of the “D” in R&D.

While industry must support development and commercialization, only government can prime the pump of research.

In these uncertain times, why should taxpayers support increased investment in basic research? Because the same kind of research investment has paid off so spectacularly before. Let me give just two examples: Over the past 30 years, federal research funding allowed the National Institutes of Health to invest $4 per American per year on cardiac research. That investment has cut deaths from strokes and heart attacks by 63 percent. In those same decades, federal research funding also turned AIDS from a death sentence into a treatable chronic disease, with tremendous savings in health care costs and human suffering, and increased economic productivity from people remaining in the work force.

Now imagine the same payoff measured in electric cars, safe nuclear technology or a smart new grid. The potential here, from the economy to global security to the climate, is boundless.

Yet we are not the only ones who are in this game. If we fail to make major strategic investments in energy research now, we will swiftly forfeit the advantage to others, from China and India to Germany and Japan. Other countries have the money and motivation, and they are chasing the technology as fast as they can. We must make sure that in the energy technology markets of the future, we have the power to invent, produce and sell, not the obligation to buy.

How much should we invest in energy R&D? Let’s start with how much the federal government spends today. The total depends on which programs one counts, but recognized authorities put the number for 2006 at between $2.4 and 3.4 billion. For comparison, that is less than half of what our largest pharmaceutical company alone spends on R&D every year. In today’s dollars, it is about two percent of the total price of the Apollo program.

A range of experts, including the business-led Council on Competitiveness in a statement last week, recommends that federal energy research must climb to three or even ten times the current level.

In my view, the nation needs to increase energy R&D sharply, moving promptly to triple the current level, and then increasing further as the Department of Energy builds its capacity to translate basic research to the marketplace. To establish firm funding guidelines, industry, government and universities must come together to create a detailed energy R&D roadmap. Speaking for MIT, and I suspect for my fellow panelists, we would be honored to help in such a strategic plan.

Let me close with a little perspective from my seat at MIT.

For my generation of scientists and engineers, the Apollo mission was our inspiration, the galvanizing event that showed the vast power of science and technology to create change. Today at MIT, our students see energy as their Apollo, their generation’s new cause and driving mission. Our student-led Energy Club, with more than 700 members, is likely the largest, most active student group at MIT. Most of these students see energy as the path for their careers. But if federal research funding continues the roller-coaster course it has ridden since 1980, so that these young people see no hope for the level of investment and research that they know is required, they will set their sights on different paths.

MIT’s campus sits on a triangle of land in East Cambridge. Surrounding that triangle sit a couple of hundred companies, products of the last two innovation waves, IT and biotech - because MIT researchers played a crucial role in both.

Today, through the MIT Energy Initiative (or MITEI), our faculty members and students are pioneering breakthrough energy technologies. MITEI has a dual focus, first, transitional technologies, like second-generation biofuels, clean coal, and safer, more efficient nuclear power; and second, transformational technologies, including strategies to capture energy from the sun, wind and waves, and store energy in next-generation batteries.

Not surprisingly, now energy companies large and small are sprouting up in our neighborhood, too. In the Boston region, there are already about 70 new energy firms. The question is, will we give these new entrants, and those around the nation, the strength to grow and thrive, to create the kind of strong jobs and innovative energy answers the nation needs so badly?

Will America lead this global revolution and reap the rewards? Or will other countries with clearer vision lead the way?

Today, as we face the triple knot of economic insecurity, energy insecurity and global climate change, we should also see an opportunity, a profoundly hopeful, practical path to America’s future, through rapid, sustained, broad-based and intensive investment in basic energy research.
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Quick Takes: Call for Energy Research

September 18, 2008

More than 70 business, higher education and science organizations on Wednesday issued a petition to the presidential campaigns calling for the next administration to make basic energy research a priority, as one path to long-term energy security.



Lipstick falls off the radar; Need for science and technology research appears 

By Ann Mcfeatters

September 22, 2008

To think a week ago we were fretting about pigs and lipstick!

Strange as it seems, the collapse of Wall Street (coupled with pure fear for our own futures) is not the most serious long-term problem that should worry us.

In the midst of the noise from Sens. Barack Obama and John McCain on how to get our country back on track, we must demand they address the frightening decline of money spent on science and transformational technology research and development.

President Bush did little for eight years to shore up America's competitiveness. During his watch, we added $4 trillion to our $10 trillion national debt and now he is taking us into more debt to bail out insurance conglomerate AIG with $85 billion, $200 billion for Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac and billions more for Bear Stearns. But the government spends only a few billion a year on basic research that made this country a superpower.

According to Susan Hockfield, president of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, we are in great danger of being surpassed by such countries as China, Germany, India and Japan, which invest huge sums in new universities and scientific research.

The Science Coalition, representing 47 major universities, and The Task Force on the Future of American Innovation are pushing Congress to triple R & D funding by passing the America Competes bill. They have frightening statistics, especially about our lack of research into energy solutions. They calculate we spend less than $4 billion a year on clean energy R & D, less than the bill for three days worth of imported oil, less than 2 percent in today's dollars of the total cost of the Apollo program.

Yet, our thirst for oil - 21 million barrels a day - clearly threatens our national and financial security.

In 2000, we spent $148 billion on fossil fuels. That figure will quadruple this year. In 1973, 93 percent of U.S. energy demand came from fossil fuels, with 6 percent from renewable sources and 1 percent from nuclear energy. Today, fossil fuels provide 85 percent, 7 percent is from renewable energy and 8 percent comes from nuclear power.

But we have done nothing serious about global warming, pretending the threat is not real.

Nobel laureate Steven Chu, director of the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, likens our situation to a family told there is a 50 percent chance their home will be destroyed by faulty wiring. The cost of new wiring is $20,000. The family, beset with obligations and bills, can either somehow get the money to be safe or continue consulting experts, hoping for one who will dismiss the threat.

Chu notes the Earth is now only 5 percent warmer than it was in the last ice age, when Pennsylvania and Ohio were frozen wastelands.

The forecast is that the planet will warm another five degrees, resulting in the deaths of billions of people, he said.

David Bell, president, CEO and director of Intersil Corp., speaking on behalf of the Semiconductor Industry Association, said that basic, federally supported research provided the technology that makes possible cell phones, the data centers that support the Internet, hybrid cars and motor controls that run the nation's biggest manufacturers.

Yet, that commitment has lessened. Who knows what others will discover that we want?

We've heard this before. In the 1970s, gas lines and oil prices scared us, and our government pledged action, long forgotten. We spend 50 percent less on energy R & D than we did then.

The Science Coalition and the innovation task force held a press conference seeking a national call to action by the next president, tax credits and more tax dollars for basic research.

Let us insist that Obama and McCain tell us why we should go into more debt for $300 billion to bail out mismanaged companies but wont spend $12 billion to secure our country's future.

You can put lipstick on a pig but it's still a pig.

- Ann McFeatters has covered the White House and national politics since 1986. E-mail her at amcfeatters@nationalpress.com.
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Government Spends For Wall Street But Not Science 

Ann Mcfeatters

September 20, 2008

To think a week ago we were fretting about pigs and lipstick.

Strange as it seems, the collapse of Wall Street (coupled with pure fear for our own futures) is not the most serious long-term problem that should worry us.

In the midst of the noise from Barack Obama and John McCain about how to get our country back on track, we must demand they address the frightening decline of money spent on science and transformational technology research and development.

President Bush did little for eight years to shore up America's competitiveness. During his watch we added $4 trillion to our $10 trillion national debt and now he is taking us into more debt to bail out insurance conglomerate AIG with $85 billion, $200 billion for Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac and billions more for Bear Stearns. Now there's talk of a half-trillion dollars more to buy out troubled loans. But the government spends only a few billion a year on basic research that made this country a superpower.

According to Susan Hockfield, president of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, we are in great danger of being surpassed by such countries as China, Germany, India and Japan, which invest huge sums in new universities and scientific research.

The Science Coalition, representing 47 major universities, and The Task Force on the Future of American Innovation are pushing Congress to triple R&D funding by passing the America Competes bill. They have frightening statistics, especially about our lack of research into energy solutions. They calculate we spend less than $4 billion a year on clean energy R&D, less than the bill for three days worth of imported oil, less than 2 percent in today's dollars of the total cost of the Apollo program. Yet our thirst for oil - 21 million barrels a day - clearly threatens our national and financial security.

In 2000, we spent $148 billion on fossil fuels. That figure will quadruple this year. In 1973, 93 percent of U.S. energy demand came from fossil fuels, with 6 percent from renewable sources and 1 percent from nuclear energy. Today, fossil fuels provide 85 percent, 7 percent is from renewable energy and 8 percent comes from nuclear power.

But we have done nothing serious about global warming, pretending the threat is not real.

Nobel laureate Steven Chu, director of the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, likens our situation to a family told there is a 50 percent chance their home will be destroyed by faulty wiring. The cost of new wiring is $20,000. The family, beset with obligations and bills, can either somehow get the money to be safe or continue consulting experts, hoping for one who will dismiss the threat.

Chu notes the Earth is now only 5 percent warmer than it was in the last Ice Age, when Pennsylvania and Ohio were frozen wastelands. The forecast is that the planet will warm another 5 degrees, resulting in the deaths of billions of people, he said.

David Bell, president, CEO and director of Intersil Corp., speaking on behalf of the Semiconductor Industry Association, said that basic, federally supported research provided the technology that makes possible cell phones, the data centers that support the Internet, hybrid cars and motor controls that run the nation's top manufacturers. Yet that commitment has lessened. Who knows what others will discover that we won't?

We've heard this before. In the 1970s, gas lines and oil prices scared us, and our government pledged action, long forgotten. We spend 50 percent less on energy R&D than we did then.

The Science Coalition and the innovation task force held a news conference seeking a national call to action by the next president, tax credits and more tax dollars for basic research. Let us insist that Obama and McCain tell us why we should go into more debt for $300 billion to bail out mismanaged companies but won't spend $12 billion to secure our country's future.

You can put lipstick on a pig but it's still a pig.

Scripps Howard columnist Ann McFeatters has covered the White House and national politics since 1986. E-mail amcfeatters@nationalpress.com.






US falling behind in technology

September 22, 2008

Ann McFeatters 

To think a week ago we were fretting about pigs and lipstick!

Strange as it seems, the collapse of Wall Street (coupled with pure fear for our own futures) is not the most serious long-term problem that should worry us.

In the midst of the noise from Barack Obama and John McCain on how to get our country back on track, we must demand they address the frightening decline of money spent on science and transformational technology research and development.

President Bush did little for eight years to shore up America's competitiveness. During his watch we added $4 trillion to our $10 trillion national debt and now he is taking us into more debt to bail out insurance conglomerate AIG with $85 billion, $200 billion for Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac and billions more for Bear Stearns. But the government spends only a few billion a year on basic research that made this country a superpower.

According to Susan Hockfield, president of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, we are in great danger of being surpassed by such countries as China, Germany, India and Japan, which invest huge sums in new universities and scientific research.

The Science Coalition, representing 47 major universities, and The Task Force on the Future of American Innovation are pushing Congress to triple R&D funding by passing the America Competes bill. 

They have frightening statistics, especially about our lack of research into energy solutions. They calculate we spend less than $4 billion a year on clean energy R&D, less than the bill for three days worth of imported oil, less than two percent in today's dollars of the total cost of the Apollo program. 

Yet our thirst for oil – 21 million barrels a day – clearly threatens our national and financial security.

In 2000, we spent $148 billion on fossil fuels. That figure will quadruple this year. In 1973, 93 percent of U.S. energy demand came from fossil fuels, with 6 percent from renewable sources and 1 percent from nuclear energy. Today, fossil fuels provide 85 percent, 7 percent is from renewable energy and 8 percent comes from nuclear power.

But we have done nothing serious about global warming, pretending the threat is not real.

Nobel laureate Steven Chu, director of the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, likens our situation to a family told there is a 50 percent chance their home will be destroyed by faulty wiring. The cost of new wiring is $20,000. The family, beset with obligations and bills, can either somehow get the money to be safe or continue consulting experts, hoping for one who will dismiss the threat.

Chu notes the Earth is now only five percent warmer than it was in the last Ice Age, when Pennsylvania and Ohio were frozen wastelands. The forecast is that the planet will warm another five degrees, resulting in the deaths of billions of people, he said.

David Bell, president, CEO and director of Intersil Corp., speaking on behalf of the Semiconductor Industry Association, said that basic, federally supported research provided the technology that makes cell phones possible, the data centers that support the Internet, hybrid cars and motor controls that run the nations biggest manufacturers. Yet that commitment has lessened. Who knows what others will discover that we won't?

We've heard this before. In the 1970s, gas lines and oil prices scared us, and our government pledged action, long forgotten. We spend 50 percent less on energy R&D now than we did then.

The Science Coalition and the innovation task force held a press conference seeking a national call to action by the next president, tax credits and more tax dollars for basic research. 

Let's insist that Obama and McCain tell us why we should go into more debt for $300 billion to bail out mismanaged companies, but wont spend $12 billion to secure our country's future.

Ann McFeatters is distributed by Scripps Howard News Service, www.scrippsnews.com.
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Wall Street trumps science for U.S.
By Ann McFeatters
September 21, 2008 
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To think a week ago we were fretting about pigs and lipstick!

Strange as it seems, the collapse of Wall Street (coupled with pure fear for our own futures) is not the most serious long-term problem that should worry us.

In the midst of the noise from Barack Obama and John McCain on how to get our country back on track, we must demand they address the frightening decline of money spent on science and transformational technology research and development.

President Bush did little for eight years to shore up America's competitiveness. During his watch we added $4 trillion to our $10 trillion national debt, and now he is taking us into more debt to bail out insurance conglomerate AIG with $85 billion, $200 billion for Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac and billions more for Bear Stearns. But the government spends only a few billion a year on basic research that made this country a superpower.

According to Susan Hockfield, president of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, we are in great danger of being surpassed by such countries as China, Germany, India and Japan, which invest huge sums in new universities and scientific research.

The Science Coalition, representing 47 major universities, and The Task Force on the Future of American Innovation are pushing Congress to triple R & D funding by passing the America Competes bill. They have frightening statistics, especially about our lack of research into energy solutions. They calculate we spend less than $4 billion a year on clean energy R & D, less than the bill for three days worth of imported oil, less than 2 percent in today's dollars of the total cost of the Apollo program. Yet our thirst for oil -- 21 million barrels a day -- clearly threatens our national and financial security.

In 2000, we spent $148 billion on fossil fuels. That figure will quadruple this year. In 1973, 93 percent of U.S. energy demand came from fossil fuels, with 6 percent from renewable sources and 1 percent from nuclear energy. Today, fossil fuels provide 85 percent, 7 percent is from renewable energy and 8 percent comes from nuclear power.

But we have done nothing serious about global warming, pretending the threat is not real.

Nobel laureate Steven Chu, director of the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, likens our situation to a family told there is a 50 percent chance their home will be destroyed by faulty wiring. The cost of new wiring is $20,000. The family, beset with obligations and bills, can either somehow get the money to be safe or continue consulting experts, hoping for one who will dismiss the threat.

Chu notes the Earth is now only 5 percent warmer than it was in the last Ice Age, when Pennsylvania and Ohio were frozen wastelands. The forecast is that the planet will warm another five degrees, resulting in the deaths of billions of people, he said.

David Bell, president, CEO and director of Intersil Corp., speaking on behalf of the Semiconductor Industry Association, said that basic, federally supported research provided the technology that makes possible cell phones, the data centers that support the Internet, hybrid cars and motor controls that run the nations biggest manufacturers. Yet that commitment has lessened. Who knows what others will discover that we won't?

We've heard this before. In the 1970s, gas lines and oil prices scared us, and our government pledged action, long forgotten. We spend 50 percent less on energy R & D than we did then.

The Science Coalition and the innovation task force held a press conference seeking a national call to action by the next president, tax credits and more tax dollars for basic research. Let us insist that Obama and McCain tell us why we should go into more debt for $300 billion to bail out mismanaged companies but won't spend $12 billion to secure our country's future. You can put lipstick on a pig, but it's still a pig.

Scripps Howard columnist Ann McFeatters has covered the White House and national politics since 1986. E-mail amcfeatters@nationalpress.com.
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We must invest in the future, not past mistakes
By Ann McFeatters  
September 21, 2008   

To think a week ago we were fretting about pigs and lipstick!

Strange as it seems, the collapse of Wall Street (coupled with pure fear for our own futures) is not the most serious long-term problem that should worry us.

In the midst of the noise from Barack Obama and John McCain on how to get our country back on track, we must demand they address the frightening decline of money spent on science and transformational technology research and development.

President Bush did little for eight years to shore up America’s competitiveness. During his watch, we added $4 trillion to our $10 trillion national debt, and now he is taking us into more debt to bail out insurance conglomerate AIG with $85 billion, $200 billion for Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, and billions more for Bear Stearns. But the government spends only a few billion a year on basic research that made this country a superpower.

According to Susan Hockfield, president of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, we are in great danger of being surpassed by such countries as China, Germany, India and Japan, which invest huge sums in new universities and scientific research.

The Science Coalition, representing 47 major universities, and The Task Force on the Future of American Innovation are pushing Congress to triple R & D funding by passing the America Competes bill. They have frightening statistics, especially about our lack of research into energy solutions. They calculate we spend less than $4 billion a year on clean energy R & D, less than the bill for three days worth of imported oil, less than 2 percent (in today’s dollars) of the total cost of the Apollo program. Yet our thirst for oil - 21 million barrels a day - clearly threatens our national and financial security.

In 2000, we spent $148 billion on fossil fuels. That figure will quadruple this year. In 1973, 93 percent of U.S. energy demand came from fossil fuels, with 6 percent from renewable sources and 1 percent from nuclear energy. Today, fossil fuels provide 85 percent, 7 percent is from renewable energy and 8 percent comes from nuclear power.

But we have done nothing serious about global warming, pretending the threat is not real.

Nobel laureate Steven Chu, director of the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, likens our situation to a family told there is a 50 percent chance their home will be destroyed by faulty wiring. The cost of new wiring is $20,000. The family, beset with obligations and bills, can either somehow get the money to be safe or continue consulting experts, hoping for one who will dismiss the threat.

Chu notes the Earth is now only 5 percent warmer than it was in the last Ice Age, when Pennsylvania and Ohio were frozen wastelands. The forecast is that the planet will warm another five degrees, resulting in the deaths of billions of people, he said.

David Bell, president, CEO and director of Intersil Corp., speaking on behalf of the Semiconductor Industry Association, said that basic, federally supported research provided the technology that makes possible cell phones, the data centers that support the Internet, hybrid cars and motor controls that run the nation’s biggest manufacturers. Yet that commitment has lessened. Who knows what others will discover that we won’t?

We’ve heard this before. In the 1970s, gas lines and oil prices scared us, and our government pledged action, long forgotten. We spend 50 percent less on energy R & D than we did then.

The Science Coalition and the innovation task force held a press conference seeking a national call to action by the next president, tax credits and more tax dollars for basic research. Let us insist that Obama and McCain tell us why we should go into more debt for $300 billion to bail out mismanaged companies but won’t spend $12 billion to secure our country’s future. You can put lipstick on a pig but it’s still a pig.




Government spends for Wall Street, but not science

By Ann McFeatters

September 22, 2008 
To think a week ago we were fretting about pigs and lipstick!
Strange as it seems, the collapse of Wall Street (coupled with pure fear for our own futures) is not the most serious long-term problem that should worry us.

In the midst of the noise from Barack Obama and John McCain on how to get our country back on track, we must demand they address the frightening decline of money spent on science and transformational technology research and development.

President Bush did little for eight years to shore up America's competitiveness. During his watch we added $4 trillion to our $10 trillion national debt and now he is taking us into more debt to bail out insurance conglomerate AIG with $85 billion, $200 billion for Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac and billions more for Bear Stearns. But the government spends only a few billion a year on basic research that made this country a superpower.

According to Susan Hockfield, president of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, we are in great danger of being surpassed by such countries as China, Germany, India and Japan, which invest huge sums in new universities and scientific research.

The Science Coalition, representing 47 major universities, and The Task Force on the Future of American Innovation are pushing Congress to triple R & D funding by passing the America Competes bill. They have frightening statistics, especially about our lack of research into energy solutions. They calculate we spend less than $4 billion a year on clean energy R & D, less than the bill for three days worth of imported oil, less than two percent in today's dollars of the total cost of the Apollo program. Yet our thirst for oil 21 million barrels a day -- clearly threatens our national and financial security.

In 2000, we spent $148 billion on fossil fuels. That figure will quadruple this year. In 1973, 93 percent of U.S. energy demand came from fossil fuels, with 6 percent from renewable sources and 1 percent from nuclear energy. Today, fossil fuels provide 85 percent, 7 percent is from renewable energy and 8 percent comes from nuclear power.

But we have done nothing serious about global warming, pretending the threat is not real.

Nobel laureate Steven Chu, director of the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, likens our situation to a family told there is a 50 percent chance their home will be destroyed by faulty wiring. The cost of new wiring is $20,000. The family, beset with obligations and bills, can either somehow get the money to be safe or continue consulting experts, hoping for one who will dismiss the threat.

Chu notes the Earth is now only five percent warmer than it was in the last Ice Age, when Pennsylvania and Ohio were frozen wastelands. The forecast is that the planet will warm another five degrees, resulting in the deaths of billions of people, he said.

David Bell, president, CEO and director of Intersil Corp., speaking on behalf of the Semiconductor Industry Association, said that basic, federally supported research provided the technology that makes possible cell phones, the data centers that support the Internet, hybrid cars and motor controls that run the nations biggest manufacturers. Yet that commitment has lessened. Who knows what others will discover that we wont?

We've heard this before. In the 1970s, gas lines and oil prices scared us, and our government pledged action, long forgotten. We spend 50 percent less on energy R & D than we did then.

The Science Coalition and the innovation task force held a press conference seeking a national call to action by the next president, tax credits and more tax dollars for basic research. Let us insist that Obama and McCain tell us why we should go into more debt for $300 billion to bail out mismanaged companies but wont spend $12 billion to secure our country's future. You can put lipstick on a pig but it's still a pig.

Ann McFeatters can be reached at amcfeatters@nationalpress.com.
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