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ASSeSSing the OTA 
Congress's three-year-old Office Tech
nology Assessment (OT A) has come 
under sharp, and potentially damaging, 
criticism from another Congressional 
committee and from the former chair
man of its own advisory council. Both 
have argued that it has failed to live 
up to expectations and that there is 
still no clear understanding of its role 
and function. Colin Norman reports 
from Washington. 

ESTABLISHED in 1972 by an Act of 
Congress, OT A is meant to furnish 
Congress with adv<ice and analysis con
cerning scientific and tec,hnological 
issues. Us mission is frequently des
cribed as providing an early warning 
system on such matters. But its chief 
problem, which lies at uhe root of much 
of ~the critioism, is that on the one 
hand it is expected to study long~term 
issues, while on the other it is supposed 
to help Congress, which is more con
cerned with yearly budgets and two
yearly elections. 

OT A studies and reports on maHers 
referred to it by other committees of 
Congress, and ~it also generates some 
studies itself. Its operat,ions are 
managed by a Director, Emilio Q. 
Daddario, a former Congressman who 
wrote the original] legisJa,tion which led 
to OT A's establishment, and its policy 
is ,provided by a board consisting of 

six Senators and six Congressmen. In 
addition, an adv,isory council, whose 
members are drawn from industry and 
academia, provides advice on OT A's 
operations. 

The first criticism of OT A's opera
tions surfaced in the office's recently
published annual report, which con
tained a leHer from Harold Brown, 
President of Calteoh, resigning as 
chairman of OT A's adv,isory council, 
and a response from Representative 
Olin Teague, chairman of the office's 
governing board. 

Written last December, the letter 
begins with some ~words of praise 
for a few OT A studies, but criticises 
the fact ~that the office has taken on 
too many tr;ivial tasks and asserts that 
"few of us on the council, I believe, 
would say that we are sat,isfied with 
what has lbeen accomplished, compared 
with what 'We hoped for and still be
l:ieve possible". Brown suggests in 
part,icular that OT A has been concen
trating too much on immediate prob
lems: "inevitably there are strong pres
sures on the Congress ~as well as on the 
Executive Branch to <Concentrate on 
immediate ·problems. Certainly those 
problems must be faced as they arise. 
But ~here needs ~to be a balancing effort 
within t~he Congress to foresee problems 
of the medium and even ,1Jhe long term 
future". 

Less gentle criticism has come from 

NSF budget goes to conference 
HoPES for at least a modest increase 
in funds for basic research in the 
United States have been unexpec
tedly revived by the Senate. After in
tensive lobbying from scientific and 
higher education organisations, the 
Senate last week restored most of the 
money which the House of Repre
sentatives had slashed from the bud
get of the National Science 
Foundation (NSF), and the matter 
must now be decided in a conference 
committee cons1stmg of members 
from each body. It's a fair bet that 
NSF will end up with a small in
crease, though not as great as the 
20'/{, boost proposed by the Ford 
Administration. 

President Ford's budget request 
for NSF for the fiscal year which 
begins on October 1 was designed to 
offset the effects of inflation, which 
has eaten deeply into support for 
basic research over the past few years. 
But t<he House slashed nearly $60 
million from NSF's budget, giving 

the agency less than a cost-of-living 
increase, largely on the grounds that 
basic research isn't too badly off in 
relation to other items in the federal 
budget. 

The House's parsimony prompted a 
massive letter-writing campaign to 
key Senators, and a move to restore 
the funds, ted by Senators Charles 
Mathias of Maryland and Edward 
Brooke of Massachusetts, proved 
successful. The senate agreed to Mr 
Ford's proposed 20% increase, in spite 
of opposition from Senator William 
Proxmire, Chairman of the Senate 
subcommittee which handles NSF's 
budget request. Proxmire said that he 
believes the increase is much too 
generous, but was outvoted in the 
committee. 

The conference committee will 
probably settle on a figure about half 
way between the levels approved by 
the House and Senate, which would 
at least give basic research its first 
real increase in about five years. 

an obscure Congressional body, known 
as the House Commission on Informa
tion and Facilities, chaired by Repre
~entative Jack Brooks of Texas. On the 
basis of an 8-month study, the com
mission last week issued a report which 
concludes that "OT A remains sub
stantially short of reaching levels of 
pedormance reasonably expected of 
an informaHon resource of its size and 
cost and access to excpertise". The 
report, in short, suggested that OT A 
has been beset by operational problems 
and by lack of a clear definition of its 
functions. 

The repo~t s-tates that the Commis
sion found confusion among OT A's 
staff, council and board, and between 
OT A and some Congressional com
mittees, over tJhe office's role and res
ponsibilities. It suggests, therefore, that 
OT A's sta<tutory authority should be 
reviewed, and a clear definition of 
technology assessment should be drawn 
up, presumably so ~that OT A's territory 
is staked out and so that there's no 
overlap of its functions with those of 
the Congressional Research Service or 
the General Accounting Office. The 
report goes on to state, however, that 
so far there has been no such overlap. 

More specmcally, the report ex
presses reservations aJbout the fact that 
OT A has been perfol'ming a growing 
share of its studies itself, rather ·than 
having them done by outside con
tractors, and suggests that OT A should 
have <a fi·nmer policy on ~which kinds of 
studies should be performed ·in-house. 
That criticism ~conflicts, <however, with 
a comment made .by Brown in his 
letter. Listing some "substantial ad
vances" made by OT A, Brown notes 
that "an initial ~tendency to think 
almost solely in terms of contracted 
studies has been succeeded by a more 
balanced procedure involving advisory 
panels, contracted studies, <and some 
(as yet rather .J,ittle) in-house assess
ment work". 

But pe.rhaps t'he Commission's most 
biting cdticism concerns OT A's admi
nistrative structure. "Organisationally", 
it says, "OT A la~cks the minimum of 
orderly structure", and it suggests that 
OT A should begin •immediately, if 
necessary w1th the he1p of management 
consultants, to •put itself in order. 

Hinally, both the Commission and 
Brown criticise the poor relations 
which have developed between OT A 
and its advisory council. "At one time 
or another", Brown states, "most 
Council members <have expressed frus
tration albout the relatively large 
amount of time, effort and persistence 
that they have <invested in terms of the 
effect ~they feel they have had. I be
lieve that the important task of streng
thening communications between the 
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