
NEW VOICES IN CHEMISTRY

I
n the years following the ameri-
can Chemical Society’s 125th anniver-
sary, the nature of the relationship
between government and science will
be more crucial in determining our

country’s future than it has been in the
past. This relationship will have a profound
effect on our future economic well-being;
the environmental quality of air, water, and
land; and our ability to combat disease and
improve the quality of life. It will influence
the accessibility to clean water, the avail-
ability of energy, and the extension of eco-
nomic well-being to the poorest members

of our world community. As the world
strains with an overwhelming human pop-
ulation growth, these factors will have a
direct effect on our country’s ability to live
in peace and the ability of our children and
grandchildren to avoid armed conflict in
the coming century. Many people predict
that in the 21st century, water will play the
role that oil did in the 20th century.

The present state of energy research is
one example of what happens when pol-
icy makers lack understanding of techni-
cal needs. For years, cheap oil,
cheap natural gas, and absolutely
no energy policy caused energy-
related research to suffer. Now,
with rolling blackouts in California
and high natural gas prices across
the country, the debate over a
national energy policy is making
the front pages. Unfortunately,
years of neglect have left the
country ill-prepared to address the
new energy problems. Over the
past 20 years, scientists and econ-
omists explained repeatedly to policy
makers that it was only a matter of time—
a relatively short period of time—before
the demand for fossil fuels would exceed
supply. To what end? Energy scientists
were always subject to policy maker’s
suspicions that they were calling for fund-
ing for energy research in an effort at self-
perpetuation.

Contrast the decline in energy research
with the policy discussion over the loss of
nuclear weapons expertise, where both
political parties do not discuss “whether”
government should respond but “how”
they should respond. To address this con-
cern, rational policies of training new
weapons scientists at the nuclear labora-
tories have been established. The rela-
tionship between the defense establish-
ment and government is more mutually
supportive than that between science and
government. One could argue that cam-
paign contributions play a pivotal role in
the government support of defense, but it
is more than just campaign finance. There
is an acceptance among all political per-
suasions that defense is an appropriate area
for government involvement. Similarly, it
is now generally accepted that supporting
medical-based research is an intrinsic role
for government. In contrast, the govern-
ment role in research related to energy, the
environment, water purity, critical infra-
structure, and the physical sciences is much
more subject to debate. 

The time has come to recognize that
government support of science and tech-
nology is as important as government sup-
port of the national defense establishment.
In fact, the two fields are quickly becom-
ing synonymous. The recent bipartisan U.S.
Commission on National Security, co-
chaired by former senators Gary Hart and
Warren Rudman, stated that “the inade-
quacies of our systems of research and edu-
cation pose a greater threat to U.S. national
security over the next quarter century than
any potential conventional war.”

If the country is beginning to recognize
the need to invest in science and technol-
ogy, then we as scientists and ACS as a pro-
fessional society need to be ready. There is
an inherent conflict of interest regarding
scientists advising the government on sci-
ence spending—just as there always has
been a conflict of interest in military
experts advising the government on mili-
tary spending. But the public tolerates mil-
itary funding errors because there is no
question of the need for government to
support the military, and it is a small price
to pay in maintaining a world-class mili-
tary. Science and technology do not yet
have that kind of generous support, despite
increasing public recognition of their role
in national security and prosperity.

For science matters, ACS is well-situated
to advise government with minimal con-
flict of interest. In recent years, ACS has
done a superb job of advising policy mak-
ers on scientific issues. It is imperative that
ACS continue to perform this role. ACS
must maintain its integrity so that it can
continue to speak with great authority. Our
future peace and prosperity depend on it.
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