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NEWS 

House vote to kill sse reflects squeeze 
that budget deficit puts on all research 
Washington. Last week's vote by the US 
House of Representatives to kill the Super
conducting Super Collider (SSC) surprised 
both supporters and opponents of the $8,500-
million project. As a result, neither politi
cians nor scientists know whether the vote is 
a temporary setback or a fatal blow to the 
proton-antiproton accelerator being built in 
Texas. 

Nevertheless, the impact of the 232: 181 
vote to eliminate all but $34 million of the 
$650 million requested for the fiscal year 
beginning on 1 October is being felt far 
beyond the high-energy physics commu
nity. Some scientists believe that it signifies 
a lack of support for any costly basic re
search project that does not contribute rela
tively quickly to public health or economic 
well-being. Others say that the vote was 
merely the first opportunity for Congress to 
show that it is serious about reducing the 
$400,000-million deficit since members 
defeated a proposed amendment to the US 
constitution two weeks ago that would have 
required them to adopt a balanced budget 
each year. 

What everyone agrees upon is that Con
gress is almost certain to reduce the sizeable 
increases for research proposed by the presi
dent, George Bush, in his 1993 budget. In 

particular, officials at the National Science 
Foundation (NSF) have abandoned all hope 
for an 18 per cent increase, the US National 
Aeronautics and Space Administration 
(NASA) fears for the future of its space 
station Freedom and the US National Insti
tutes of Health (NIH) would be pleased with 
a budget that allows them to keep pace with 
inflation. 

The source of this pessimism is a 1990 
agreement that limited annual increases in 
federal spending for the next five years. 
Research has so far managed to escape the 
worse effects of that agreement, in part 
because of the administration's strong sup
port for most areas of basic science and in 
part because Congress has given to basic 
science a good portion of 'new' money it 
found over the past two years. 

That money no longer exists, and the 
relevant category for science (known as 
domestic discretionary spending) is being 
squeezed by other programmes with larger 
constituencies or greater political clout. For 
example, Bush had proposed nearly $1,000 
million in increased spending for NASA 
and NSF next year. But the subcommittee 
that funds the two agencies also allocates 
money for veterans' affairs, for which Bush 
is also seeking another $1,000 million. When 

Japan 'finds' money for research ", 
Tokyo. Pressure by a group of Japanese· politicians to increase government funding for 
science appears to have paid off. In budget ceilings for next fiscal year (starting April 
1993) set last week by the Ministry of Finance, a new category of extra funds has been 
introduced that is expected to help end a steady deterioration in the infrastructure of 
Japan's government laboratories, in particular the universities, over the past decade. 

The amount going to science will be determined in budget negotiations between 
agencies over the next several months. However, government officials expect the new 
category to remain in the budget beyond 1993, bringing much needed long-term relief 
to the country's research facilities . 

A science pressure group headed by Kishiro Nakamura of the ruling Liberal 
Democratic Party (LOP) has been pressing the finance ministry over the past few 
weeks to commit more money to science. The decision follows a series of recommen· 
dations from various government committees and agencies to increase the govern
ment's science budget, as well as a decision by the cabinet in April to double 
government spending on research and development "as early as possible". 

At present, under a policy of severe fiscal restraint that has been in operation 
since the early 1980s, the government budget for general operating expenses in 
national institutes and universities must decrease by 10 per cent a year. The new fund 
will add 5 per cent, or about ¥215,OOO million ($1,700 million), to the total running 
expense account for all government ministries and agencies. Part ofthe funds are 
earmarked for 'academic research '. A particular beneficiary is expected to be the 
Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, which runs Japan's universities. The 
Agency of Industrial Science and Technology of the Ministry of International Trade and 
Industry, which has several national research institutes. is also expected to apply for 
some of the extra funds. One agency not expected to share in the largesse is the 
Science and Technology Agency, which does not operate its own facilities and which 
receives most of its money through other budget categories. David Swlnbanks 

the subcommittee looked at its yearly allot
ment, it found that it had money for only half 
the increase that the president wanted. Forced 
to choose, the members took the political 
route; the increase in science programmes 
would be cut to a quarter of the president's 
request, while medical care for veterans 
would receive two-thirds of its increase. 
That distribution could well be changed in 
the weeks to come, however, as the bill 
moves through both houses of Congress. 

Because Congress has so little room to 
manoeuvre, this year's federal budget is 
much more likely than in the past to resem
ble the president's initial request submitted 
in January. That poses a special problem for 
NIH. In recent years, legislators have added 
liberally to the president's requested in
crease. But this year NIH must compete with 
equally popular pre-college education pro
grammes for a pot that is not big enough for 
full increases in one, much less both. Con
gressional staff members say that NIH will 
be lucky to receive even the president's 
request - an increase of about $440 mil
lion, or five per cent, which matches the rate 
of inflation in the cost of biomedical goods 
and services. 

With respect to the SSC, there are two 
versions of what is likely to happen next. In 
the first, the Senate would also vote to 
eliminate funding for the SSC and the project 
would be dead. In the second, the House 
would be persuaded to change its mind in 
conference with the Senate after the Senate 
voted sufficient funds to keep the project 
alive. A subcommittee of the House two 
weeks earlier voted to hold the SSC to its 
current level of $484 million, and that figure 
is believed to be the largest possible amount 
that could emerge from the Congress. 

In the meantime, the vote demonstrates 
that the prospects for the SSC are far 
gloomier than had been thought. Last year, 
an attempt to kill the project failed by 87 
votes, and neither side expected that margin 
to change very much in last week's show
down vote. Opponents took credit for hav
ing cast doubt, in a series of hearings, on the 
government's ability to manage the project 
properly and hold down costs, and they feel 
that the tide has run out on the SSe. 

"Even if the Senate succeeds in saving it 
this year", says Dan Pearson, an aide to one 
of the collider's harshest critics, US Repre
sentative Sherwood Boehlert (Republican, 
New York), "there will be a lot offresh faces 
in Congress next year who have no track 
record [of support for the project] to defend 
and who have promised their constituents 
that they will balance the budget. I don't see 
how it can make a comeback." 
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