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Science survives budget battles
A unique and confusing confluence of three federal budgets triggered a 
torrent of position papers, letter-writing campaigns, and insider lobbying
that, in the end, saved science funding for fiscal year 2007.

For most of January, science advo-
cates in Washington, DC, were in a state
of barely controlled panic as it became
increasingly apparent that the much-
ballyhooed science funding increases
contained in the Bush administration’s
fiscal year 2007 budget proposal weren’t
going to happen. The FY 2007 budget,
caught between the inaction of the 
Republican-controlled 109th Congress
and the “it’s not our budget” view of the
110th Democratic Congress, was dead.

Instead, the Democratic leadership
was promising that the government
would live out most of 2007 at 2006
funding levels through a continu-
ing resolution. With the FY 2007
budget proposal shelved, Con-
gress could focus its attention 
on the administration’s FY 2008
budget proposal, which was re-
leased on 5 February. For science 
organizations—both inside and
outside of government—the con-
tinuing resolution solution to the
budget impasse was, in the words
of American Physical Society
(APS) public affairs director
Michael Lubell, “a disaster.”

After years of advocating for
more federal science money for
basic research, particularly at the
Department of Energy’s Office of
Science and at NSF, the science
community and private industry
convinced the administration to
significantly increase nondefense
science funding. A year ago Presi-
dent Bush released the American
Competitiveness Initiative, which
called for doubling funding for research
over 10 years for NSF, the Office of Sci-
ence, and NIST.

“Spectacular,” “historic,” and “ex-
traordinary” were some of the superla-
tives used by officials at DOE, NSF, and
nongovernmental science organiza-
tions to describe the money proposed
by Bush in the FY 2007 budget (see
PHYSICS TODAY, March 2006, page 25).
But because of the impasse over the
budget proposal, those same officials
were confronted with the real possibil-
ity that the money would remain just a
proposal on paper.

If the continuing resolution truly

kept FY 2006 funding levels in place
until the FY 2008 budget took effect,
which would be 1 October 2007 at the
earliest, Lubell’s fear of a disaster would
be well founded. DOE officials released
a six-page “impacts” document saying
the $1.4 billion Spallation Neutron
Source (SNS) in Oak Ridge, Tennessee,
would be delayed a year in ramping up
to full power; the National Synchrotron
Light Source II project at Brookhaven
National Laboratory in New York
would lay off 50 people; the US share of
ITER, the international prototype fu-
sion energy reactor, would receive only

50% of obligated funding, which would
trigger international partnership prob-
lems; and the entire staff at Fermilab,
near Chicago, would be furloughed for
a month.

NSF Director Arden Bement sent a
“Dear Colleagues” letter to many in the
scientific community on 12 January. In
it, he said, “NSF is being funded at the
FY 2006 level, roughly $400 million
below the Administration’s FY 2007 re-
quest,” and if that remained the case,
“NSF may be unable to fund a number
of activities planned for the fiscal year.”
Those activities included a solicitation
for a new arctic research vessel, the

petascale acquisition program for the
office of cyberinfrastructure, and 40
planned graduate research fellowships.

Push for funding
Efforts by science supporters in Con-
gress and the administration, as well as
massive lobbying and letter-writing
campaigns from the science community
and others outside government, fo-
cused on getting Representative David
Obey (D-WI), chairman of the House
Committee on Appropriations, and
Senator Robert Byrd (D- WV), chairman
of the Senate Committee on Appropri-

ations, to “open up” the continu-
ing resolution so money could be
added for science.

“They indicated in December
that they were loath to make any
adjustments, but the door was left
open a crack,” APS’s Lubell said.
“We made the argument that you
could put off building a new
courthouse or a highway for a
year without a lot of impact, but if
you shut down science facilities
and reduced grants, then people
were going to go elsewhere and
you would lose your workforce.”

Along with e-mail campaigns
by APS, the Association of Amer-
ican Universities, and a host of
other nongovernmental organi-
zations, a campaign to increase
science funding was also under
way inside Congress. Representa-
tive Rush Holt (D-NJ), a physicist,
discussed the need for increased
science funding with Obey and

other members of Congress who have
national laboratories and high-tech 
industries in their districts. Similar ef-
forts were under way in the Senate. In
November, 23 senators signed a letter
to Senate leaders supporting more
funding for NSF, and 45 senators
signed a letter calling for more money
for DOE’s Office of Science.

Making the list
On 19 January a staff member for an in-
fluential congressman told Lubell that
science had gone up on the priority list
and was being considered as important
as veterans issues and highway funding.
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“That was the first inkling we had that
we’d broken through,” Lubell said.

Ten days later, on 29 January, Obey
filed a $463.3 billion continuing resolu-
tion that he wrote with Byrd. Much of
the science funding proposed in the ad-
ministration’s FY 2007 budget was in
the resolution. In his summary of the
continuing resolution, Obey noted that
the appropriations committee cut more
than 60 programs to below FY 2006
funding levels and rescinded other
funding to provide about $10 billion
that could be used for “crucial invest-
ments,” including science. The cuts in-
cluded $3 billion from military base 
relocation funding, $700 million in for-
eign aid, and $700 million that had been
slated for Iraq reconstruction. “I don’t
expect people to love this proposal, I
don’t love this proposal, and we proba-
bly have made some wrong choices,”
Obey said. 

New funding went to veterans, with
a $3.6 billion increase above the FY 2006
funding of $32.3 billion. And as the con-
gressional staffer indicated to Lubell,
the Federal Highway Administration
received $3.5 billion over its FY 2006
funding. 

But what surprised the science com-
munity was that the continuing resolu-
tion contained significant increases for

nearly all the key science programs
slated for increases in the administra-
tion’s FY 2007 budget proposal. Ac-
cording to an analysis by the American
Association for the Advancement of Sci-
ence, the resolution, if passed un-
changed by the Senate in mid-February,
sets funding for key science programs
as follows:
� NSF would receive the full FY 2007
increase of 7.7%, or $334 million, for its
Research and Related Activities ac-
count. Bringing that account to $4.7 bil-
lion would reverse several years of de-
creased funding for most of the NSF
research directorates. Overall, NSF
R&D would increase 7% to $4.5 billion.
Major research and equipment would
remain flat, as would education and
human resources.
� DOE’s Office of Science would re-
ceive a 6% boost to $3.5 billion, less than
the 14% in the FY 2007 budget proposal,
but a boost nonetheless. The resolution
also allows the science office to redirect
$126 million in 2006 funds that were
earmarked for other projects. In addi-
tion to providing $160 million for ITER,
the increase should allow the SNS  and
the Relativistic Heavy Ion Collider to
operate, and provide enough money for
Brookhaven’s new light-source project
to proceed. The 12-GeV upgrade to the

Continuous Electron Beam Accelerator
Facility at the Thomas Jefferson Na-
tional Accelerator Facility in Virginia
should also receive funding.
� NIST would receive an increase of
$50 million over current funding, a 9.6%
increase instead of the 20% proposed by
the administration. The resolution also
keeps the Advanced Technology Pro-
gram going despite administration ef-
forts to zero out the funding.
� NASA would see a $545 million re-
duction in its budget from the FY 2007
request. The continuing resolution di-
rects reductions of $667 million in the
human spaceflight program, while 
at the same time increasing the 
space agency’s R&D program by 3.6%
to $11.7 billion. The shifting of money
away from human spaceflight prompt-
ed NASA administrator Michael Griffin
to say that, if left unchanged by the Sen-
ate, the continuing resolution would
jeopardize the development of the
manned spacecraft intended to replace
the space shuttle and would have “seri-
ous effects on . . . people, projects, and
programs.”

Although there was widespread re-
lief in the science community about the
increased science funding, the adminis-
tration released a policy statement crit-
icizing many of the specifics of the con-
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tinuing resolution, such as the $3 billion
taken from military base closings. The
statement also called for more money
for science, saying Congress should
have added another $450 million to
basic research funding.

With the continuing resolution crisis
apparently averted and all sides in
Washington seemingly supporting in-
creased science funding, can Lubell
and other science advocates declare
victory and relax?

As the administration pushes for

the elimination of the federal deficit—
predicted to be about $340 billion for
FY 2007—and as Democrats in Con-
gress adopt a “pay as you go” ap-
proach to funding, the competition for
money will only become more intense.
And because, as Lubell said, “science
isn’t a spending program, it’s an in-
vestment program,” it is more difficult
to sell to members of Congress who
like to bring tangible projects back to
their constituents.

Jim Dawson

China raises stakes on space
arms race 

China’s 11 January shooting of 
a satellite with a ground-to-space
medium-range ballistic missile sparked
concern worldwide about space debris
and about the threat of a reinvigorated
space arms race. The destruction of the
Feng Yun-1C, an 850-kg retired weather
satellite, marked China’s first successful
test of an anti-satellite weapon. Ironi-
cally, the test came just weeks before
China was to host the 25th meeting of
the Inter-Agency Space Debris Coordi-
nation Committee. 

According to NASA’s orbital debris
program estimates, the collision scat-
tered more than 35 000 shards larger
than 1 cm. The North American Aero-
space Defense Command has counted
2500 pieces of debris larger than 5 cm,
making the collision the largest space
debris event in recorded history (see
page 100 in this issue). 

“Of the 2782 satellites we have data
for, 1860 satellites pass through the region
now affected by debris from the Chinese
test,” says T. S. Kelso from the Center for
Space Standards and Innovation in Col-
orado Springs, Colorado. He adds that

trying to calculate whether a piece of de-
bris will hit an active satellite is like “try-
ing to assess the risk of someone in a
group of people you know getting killed
over the next 10 years.”

“How long debris stays in orbit de-
pends on the altitude of the breakup,”
says David Wright of the Union of Con-
cerned Scientists. Wright and Wang Ting
of the Beijing University of Aeronautics
and Astronautics have calculated that
more than half of the debris will stay in
orbit for at least 20 years, compared to
months for a lower-altitude collision. 

The test came as a surprise, even to
some parts of the Chinese government.
The Second Artillery Corps, which fired
the missile from Xichang Space Center,
answers only to President Hu Jintao.
“No one is exactly sure why or how the
decision to test was made,” says Wright.
The world waited 10 days for an official
response from the Chinese government:
On 21 January, foreign ministry spokes-
person Liu Jianchao stated that the test
should not be considered a hostile act
and that China was not participating “in
any arms race in outer space.” 

S
T

K
-G

E
N

E
R

AT
E

D
IM

A
G

E
C

O
U

R
T

E
S

Y
O

F
C

S
S

I

A threat?
Space junk from
the weather satel-
lite annihilated 
by China’s anti-
satellite missile
test spreads into
a polar orbit.
This composite
image was
made two 
hours after the
collision; for an
image at a later
time, see page
100.


