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W a s h i n g t o n  H o t l i n e Rick W e inga rten

In c re a s e s  p ro p o se d  fo r  c o m p u tin g  
an d  c o m m u n ic a t io n s  re se a rch
In  A u g u st 1 9 9 8  th e  P re s id e n t’s  In fo rm a tio n  T e c h 

n o lo g y  A d v is o ry  C o m m itte e  (P IT A C ) r e le a s e d  

a n  in te r im  re p o r t  p r o p o s in g , a m o n g  o th e r  s u g 

g e stio n s , th a t th e  b u d g e t fo r  co m p u tin g  a n d  c o m 

m u n ic a t io n s  r e s e a r c h  b e  d o u b le d  o v e r  th e  n e x t  

f iv e  y e a rs . T h e  re p o r t  s p o k e  to  th e  n e e d  fo r  fu n 

d a m e n ta l r e s e a rc h  su p p o rt, b u t  a ls o  e m p h a s iz e d  

s o ftw a r e , a d v a n c e d  c o m m u n ic a t io n  n e tw o r k s , 

a n d  h ig h  p e r fo r m a n c e  c o m p u tin g .

In  its  fin a l d a y s , th e  la s t  C o n g re s s  p a s s e d  th e  

N e x t  G e n e r a t io n  In te r n e t  (N G I)  A ct o f  1 9 9 8 . 

T h a t  b ill a u th o r iz e s  a  m u ltia g e n c y  fe d e r a l r e 

se a rch  a n d  d e v e lo p m e n t p ro g ram  o n  a n  a d v an ced  

In te rn e t, a  p ro g ra m  th a t h a d  b e e n  first p ro p o s e d  

b y  th e  p re s id e n t in  1 9 9 6  d u rin g  th e  la te  s ta g e s  o f  

th e  p re sid e n tia l ca m p a ig n .

M o s t  r e c e n t ly , in fo r m a tio n  te c h n o lo g y  r e 

s e a r c h  w a s  m e n t io n e d  in  th e  S ta te  o f  th e  U n io n  

A d d re s s , in  w h ic h  th e  p re s id e n t  s a id  h is  b u d g e t 

w o u ld  p r o p o s e  a  2 8 %  ( a b o u t  $ 3 6 6  m il l io n )  in 

c r e a s e  in  fu n d in g  fo r  in fo r m a tio n  te c h n o lo g y  

re s e a rc h  a n d  r e s e a r c h  in fra stru ctu re  in v e stm e n t. 

G iv e n  th e  ta lk  a b o u t  b u d g e t  su rp lu se s , s u c h  p ro 

p o s a ls  m a y  s e e m  e a s y  to  m a k e , b u t  th e  rea lity  is 

th a t  th e r e  is  n o t  a  lo t  o f  r o o m  in  th e  d is c r e t io n 

a ry  c iv ilia n  s id e  o f  th e  b u d g e t , p a r t ic u la r ly  fo r  

s c ie n c e  fu n d in g . T h e  p ro p o s a l is  a  s e r io u s  s ig n a l 

fro m  th e  W h ite  H o u s e . B u t  c h a lle n g e s  w ill c o m e  

n o t  o n ly  f r o m  n o n - r e s e a r c h  c iv ilia n  s p e n d in g  

n e e d s  o r  ta x  cu ts , b u t  fro m  o th e r  r e s e a r c h  fie ld s  

th a t  w ill r e c e iv e  lo w e r  th a n  n o rm a l in c r e a s e s  to  

p a y  fo r  th e  b ig  ju m p  in  c o m p u tin g  e x p e n d itu re s .

T h e  lib ra ry  c o m m u n ity  h a s  a  lo t  a t  s ta k e  in  

th e s e  p ro g ra m s  a s  th e y  m o v e  fo rw a rd . L ib raries  

a re  in  th e  in fo rm a tio n  b u s in e s s , a n d  a n y th in g  th at 

w ill m o v e  in fo rm a tio n  te c h n o lo g y  fo rw a rd  m o re  

rap id ly , h a s  b o th  g o o d  a n d  b a d  im p lica tio n s . T h e  

p ro g ra m s sh o u ld  p ro d u c e  b e tte r  a n d  m o r e  e f fe c 

tiv e  to o ls  fo r  c o lle c tin g , d is tr ib u tin g , s to r in g , a n d  

u s in g  in fo rm a tio n . O n  th e  o th e r  h a n d , it is  o r g a 

n iz a tio n a lly  stressfu l ( n o t  to  m e n tio n , e x p e n s iv e )  

f o r  in s titu tio n s  t o  a d a p t  to  n e w  te c h n o lo g ie s .  

G iv e n  th e  p a c e  o f  c h a n g e  in  th is a re a , u n certa in ty  

a n d  s tre s s  a re  e v e n  h ig h e r  a s  lib ra r ie s  s tru g g le  to
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a d a p t. S in c e  th e  fo c u s  o f  th e  N G I p ro g ra m s  is  

p r in c ip a lly  o n  h ig h e r  e d u c a tio n , it is  th e  c o lle g e  

a n d  u n iv ersity  lib raries th a t w ill fe e l th is n e x t  w a v e  

o f  c h a n g e  first.

Sc ien ce  ag en cies are  b eco m in g  aw are o f  th e  n e ed  

fo r  re s e a rch  th a t fo c u s e s  o n  th e  in stitu tion al p ro b 

lem s o f  ad aptin g to  an d  ad op tin g  n e w  tech n ologies. 

T h e  d ig ital lib rary  p ro g ram s, fo r  e x a m p le , w ill b e  

lo o k in g  a t d ig ital lib raries a s  in stitu tio n s a s  w e ll as 

te c h n o lo g ie s  in  th is ro u n d . N SF  h a s  a s k e d  fo r  $ 1 0  

m illio n  to  fu n d  re s e a rch  o n  th e  o rg an iza tio n a l, s o 

cial, e co n o m ic , a n d  po licy  asp e cts  o f  digital libraries 

and , m o re  broad ly , o f  th e  N ex t G en era tio n  Internet. 

P IT A C  le n t its im p rim atu r to  th e  n e e d  fo r  th is ty p e  

o f  w o r k  in  its  in te r im  re p o r t  to  th e  p re s id e n t, 

a n d  th e  W h ite  H o u s e  h a s  b e e n  e n c o u ra g in g  th e  

s c ie n c e  a g e n c ie s  to  fo c u s  o n  in stitu tio n a l a n d  s o 

c ia l a s p e c ts  a s  w e ll a s  h a rd  te c h n o lo g y .

T h e  fe d e ra l g o v e rn m e n t h a s  p u s h e d  c o m p u t

in g  a n d  In te r n e t  te c h n o lo g y  fo rw a rd  p rin c ip a lly  

t h r o u g h  its  s c i e n c e  a g e n c ie s — N S F , A R P A , 

N A SA , a n d  N IH — w h ic h  p r o d u c e  th e  t e c h n o l

o g y  a n d  s e r v e  a s  th e  “e a r ly  a d o p te rs  a n d  u s e r s .” 

F o r  m a n y  y e a rs , th e  e m p h a s is  h a s  b e e n  o n  h a rd 

w a r e  a n d  s y s te m s  so ftw a re . B u t  la te ly , th e  fo c u s  

o f  th e  d e b a te , e v e n  in  th o s e  a g e n c ie s , h a s  tu rn e d  

fr o m  r a w  te c h n o lo g y  t o  a p p lic a t io n s — to  th e  

n e e d s  o f  th e  u s e r  co m m u n ity , p a rticu la rly  th o s e , 

l ik e  l ib r a r ie s  a n d  s c h o o ls ,  w h ic h  s e r v e  b r o a d e r  

p u b lic  in fo r m a tio n  fu n c tio n s . T h a t  is  p a rtly  b e 

c a u se  b a s ic  re se a rch  issu es m o re  a n d  m o re  rev olv e 

a r o u n d  q u e s t io n s  o f  a p p lic a t io n . T h e  sh ift  a ls o  

r e f le c ts  t h e  p o lit ic a l  fa c t  th a t  th e  f o r c e  b e h in d  

in c r e a s in g  fu n d in g  is th e  a s s u m p tio n  th a t th e  re 

su lts  w ill b e n e f it  u s  a ll.

L ib raries n e e d  to  b e  v o c a l a n d  a ctiv e  w ith  th e  

s c ie n c e  a g e n c ie s , m o st p articu larly  w ith  N SF  (th e  

le a d  a g e n c y  fo r  th e  IT 2  p ro g ra m ) in  h e lp in g  it se t 

th e  research  agen d a. T h e y  n e e d  to  assu re that appli

ca tion s research  that affects libraries an d  ed ucational 

institutions is d o n e  w ith  a  c lear a n d  accu rate  p icture 

o f  h o w  th e s e  in stitu tio n s actu a lly  se rv e  th e ir  u sers 

a n d  o f  th e  rea l n e e d s  o f  resea rch ers , stu d en ts, an d  

th e  g e n e r a l  p u b lic  fo r  in fo rm a tio n  s e r v ic e s . T h e  

b e n e fits  o f  in fo rm a tio n  te c h n o lo g y  re s e a rc h  c a n ’t 

b e  strictly  “tr ic k le -d o w n .” T h e  g o o d  n e w s  is  th a t, 

th e  in fo r m a tio n  te c h n o lo g y  r e s e a r c h  p ro g ra m s  

s e e m  o p e n  a n d  e n co u ra g in g  to  su ch  a n  arg u m en t. 

T h e y  ju s t n e e d  s o m e  g o o d  ideas a s  to  fu n d . ■
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