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Seamans discusses ERDA's plans for physical research
"I want to emphasize that ERDA is not
a fad—we want to maintain long-term
support and credibility for ERDA. To
do this we have to think out carefully
what we want to do with our money."

The speaker is Robert C. Seamans Jr,
administrator of the Energy Research
and Development Administration,
who talked to us about plans for a sub-
stantial reorientation of the ERDA
physical-research program toward more
balanced support of all its research and
applied technology activities. He also
spoke about the implications the reor-
ganization would have for high-energy
physics and the national laboratories,
and about ERDA's present budget and
the agency's long-range R&D plans.

Reorientation of the physical-re-
search program is clearly a continuation
of the expansion in the molecular and
material-sciences programs that began
last year at the Atomic Energy Commis-
sion (PHYSICS TODAY, November 1974,
page 85). John M. Teem, assistant ad-
ministrator for solar, geothermal and
advanced energy systems (which in-

cludes the physical-research division
and fusion research), has been outlining
these programs recently in testimony
before Congress where he has explained
that the division of physical research
now has the broadened mission to carry
out basic research in support of all
ERDA programs—not just solar, geo-
thermal and fusion. The materials and
molecular sciences programs will
probably be expanded substantially to
include areas not previously funded by
the division, specifically studies related
to materials research in solar and
geothermal energy, fossil fuels, automo-
tive conservation and advanced energy
systems.

Inherited budget. It is equally clear,
however, that although the present
physical-research program does not
have the proper balance to carry out
this broadened mission, there are not
likely to be sudden shifts in emphasis in
ERDA's physical research budget in FY
1976 which begins next month. The
agency's request for $86 million for mo-
lecular and materials-sciences programs
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Industrial research 1975: riding out the storm
While many economic indicators paint
a grim picture of the current recession,
industrial research and development
appears to be faring quite well. During
late April, PHYSICS TODAY canvassed
two dozen companies—each with large
numbers of physicists in their research
laboratories—to learn of changes in
funding, personnel and research priori-
ties during the last 18 months. A guar-
dedly optimistic picture has emerged.
Most of the companies,we contacted
have had fairly stable levels of funding
and technical employment in contrast
to the conditions of four to seven years
ago, when severe cutbacks hit R&D in
many industries—most notably aero-
space and electronics.

N. Bruce Hannay (Bell Labs), presi-
dent of the Industrial Research Insti-
tute, commented to us: "One might
have expected to find the kind of R&D
panic there was several years ago when
basic research was abandoned and labo-
ratories were closed, but that's not what
is happening. Some 80% of industrial
research for the civilian sector is done
by the 236 member companies of IRI

and although they feel the recession
and the cost squeeze, the mood is really
pretty good." His predecessor as IRI
president, Herbert Fusfeld (Kennecott
Copper) agreed: "I have not come
across any major cutbacks comparable
to what happened four years ago."

Funding and the inflation nemesis.
Clearly, double-digit inflation has a
major effect on a company's R&D pro-
gram, and Hannay feels that research
costs have gone up even more than gen-
eral inflation. Only three of the com-
panies we contacted have research bud-
gets increasing at a rate substantially
higher than the inflation rate, and an-
other two have shrinking budgets even
before inflation is considered. The vast
majority are keeping up with inflation
or falling behind by a relatively small
amount (10% or less). Many company
spokesmen told us that most R&D ex-
penditures were not considered option-
al, even in tight economic times. R&D,
it appears, has not become the scape-
goat of the recession; we heard repeat-
edly, "Our company's future health de-
pends on R&D." In many cases, other
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(out of a total request of $312 million
for physical research) was not substan-
tially altered by Congress. Seamans
told us that "The FY 1976 budget was
not put together on the basis of priori-
ties but rather on the basis of work that
was already underway in the agencies
we inherited." To this end the FY 1976
budget is quite obviously still an AEC
budget, with nearly 60% of the total
ERDA R&D money going into nuclear
energy.

Seamans, showing an engineer's prag-
matism and skepticism, is not at all
convinced that all of ERDA's options
should be in the nuclear area: "For the
next five years at least," he said, "much
more of our effort must be spent in
good, sound engineering practices—
improving design of furnaces, increasing
mileage of cars, using municipal waste
as an energy source—and, of course,
we need to place much more emphasis
on conservation and coal technology.
However, we need to maintain support
for long-term programs which have a
payoff in the future, such as the breeder
reactor and fusion. That is why we
must have well thought out R&D strat-
egies. We had not yet had the opportu-
nity to think out those strategies for the
FY 1976 budget and that's why we
didn't ask for more money in certain
areas as some people thought we should
have. We may ask for increased fund-
ing after we've developed those strate-
gies."

These long-term strategies are being
worked out via an elaborate system that
touches many bases at ERDA with
input from other federal agencies, in-
cluding the National Science Founda-
tion, the National Bureau of Standards,
the Federal Energy Administration and
the national laboratories. Three strate-
gies are being considered—for the near
term (through 1985), the mid term
(1985-2000) and the long term (after
2000)—but it appears that the earliest
this planning could be reflected would
be in the FY 1977 budget, which does
riot begin until October 1976. Even
then, expansion in the molecular and
material-science programs is not likely
to come immediately at the expense of
high-energy physics support, Seamans
stressed. "In connection with our long-
term planning exercise, there has been
some discussion on the subject of
whether some of the basic physical re-
search now supported by ERDA would
be better off in the National Science
Foundation," he told us. "But AEC
provided a good home for basic physics
research in the past and at least for the
short term I see no change in ERDA
support."

Applied high-energy physics? "Person-
ally, I think it is important that the

United States continue to be preemi-
nent in the high-energy physics area,"
he said. When pressed, however, Sea-
mans admitted that he is leaving open
the option that some of the support in
the high-energy physics budget might
be devoted to new, more applied areas.
These would be new technologies that
could draw on the special expertise in
the high-energy physics program, he
said. Areas where this potential exists
include superconductivity (wire, mag-
net design, fabrication techniques),
cryogenics (refrigerators, cooling, large
systems), digital encoding of graphical
data (maps, charts), large-scale instru-
mentation, large-scale data handling,
computer control of large systems
(power plants, utility networks), com-
puter simulation and accelerator tech-
nology.

It is also possible that in the future
(beyond 1980) the industrial communi-
ty may be cut in for a share of the phys-
ical-research division budget. "The
exact nature of industrial participation
cannot be defined until we are actually
there," ERDA's Daniel R. Miller told
us. Miller is acting director of the
physical-research division. "We fore-
see that as our physical-research pro-
gram gets into fields related to other en-
ergy systems, there may be areas where
industry has a unique capability to do
the work. The figure we are using now
is that industry may perhaps share five
to seven percent of the ERDA physical-
research budget by 1980."

Seamans is also reassessing the role
of the national laboratories in the agen-
cy's long-range plans. "I'm not in a po-
sition to say now which way they should
go," Seamans admitted. "Each is
working in more than just the nuclear
area. In fact, a lot of the laboratories
have done relevant research in coal con-
version technologies. The only major
issue is whether some of them should
discontinue weapons development, and
this would affect Livermore, Sandia,
and Los Alamos. We hope to have this
issue resolved by Fall." At least until
1980 the national laboratories can look
forward to increased budgets which
should increase levels of utilization.

Congressional support. In fact, at the
present time ERDA's major problem is
not which programs will be cut back,
but rather how to keep Congress from
inundating the agency with money that
it cannot handle. This year's author-
ization hearings for ERDA were remin-
iscent of the heyday of the National In-
stitutes of Health when every congress-
man added funds to the budget for his
favorite disease—with ERDA each con-
gressman has a favorite energy technol-
ogy. "Our problem is trying to harness
this enthusiasm for our energy pro-
grams and to generate an under-
standing in Congress for what needs to
be done and can be done," he said.

To some extent his job of pulling
things together at ERDA is complicated
by the delay in naming all the assistant
administrators. He has been criticized
by some for spending more of his time
with his planning and analysis staff
than with his operating staff, which he
is doing because he has a comprehen-
sive R&D plan due in Congress at the
end of June. Seamans, though, refuses
to be hassled by his critics' dismay with
a seeming lack of urgency. "It takes a
lot of time to find the right people to do
the jobs and to make a comprehensible
and comprehensive plan. My goal is to
fashion a team of people who can work
well together to meet the long-term
needs of the nation in the energy areas.
I plan to take that time."

—Madeleine Jacobs

in brief
A three-day Nuclear Regulatory Com-

mission meeting to air the public's
views on nuclear energy center siting
will be conducted in Washington,
D.C. during 16-18 June. Call (301)
427-6357 for more information.

NASA is inviting scientific proposals
until 2 September for its possible
Mariner Jupiter/Uranus 1979 flyby
mission. Details of how to partici-
pate are available from M. A. Mitz,
Code SL, NASA Headquarters,
Washington, D.C. 20546.

The new Environment Energy Con-
tents Monthly will include tables-of-
contents from over 400 journals cov-
ering energy and environmental
work. Subscriptions are available for
$16.00 a year from Environmental
Energy Institute, PO Box 1450, Port-
land, Ore. 97207.

The Texas Instruments Foundation
Founders' Prize has been established
to recognize outstanding achievement
in the physical, health and manage-
ment sciences, engineering and math-
ematics. Detailed information about
the $35 000 prize may be obtained
from S. T. Harris, Texas Instruments
Foundation, PO Box 5474, Dallas,
Texas 75222.

The new $3.6 million American Muse-
um of Atomic Energy was dedicated
on 5 April at Oak Ridge, Tenn. The
original museum opened in 1949.

Lunar Samples are now available to col-
leges and universities in the US for
teaching purposes. Write to Lunar
Sample Curator, Code TL, Johnson
Space Center, Houston, Texas 77058
for details.

A recently signed NASA and Electric
Power Research Institute agreement
will provide a framework for the ap-
plication of aerospace technology to
problems in the electric power indus-
try. D
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