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Senate Appropriations Committee Examines 

 Federal Investment in Innovation  
 

March 5, 2014 
 
On April 29, led by Senator Barbara Mikulski (D-MD), the Senate Appropriations Committee held 
a hearing to examine the impact of federal research investments, entitled Driving Innovation through 
Federal Investments. Witnesses included John P. Holdren, White House Office of Science and Technology 
Policy (OSTP); Ernest Moniz, Department of Energy (DOE); Francis S. Collins, National Institutes of Health 
(NIH); France A. Córdova, National Science Foundation (NSF); and Arati Prabhakar, Defense Advanced 
Research Projects Agency (DARPA). Outside organizations were invited to submit written testimony prior 
to the hearing to be included as part of the hearing record. To date, 138 organizations, including COSSA, 
submitted written statements ahead of the hearing, which are available on the Committee’s website.  
 
In her opening remarks, Mikulski noted that while there are 10-15 agencies active in federal research 
and development (R&D), including NASA, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), 
and the National Institute of Justice (NIJ), the Committee wanted focus on the agencies appearing 
because of their support for basic research. The aim of the hearing was “to look at how federal 
investments in research spur discoveries and innovation that can save lives, improve our national 
security, create American jobs and grow the economy.”  
 
While recognizing the need to reduce the deficit, Mikulski questioned whether current austerity efforts 
are limiting future growth and creating an “innovation deficit” as well. She noted that the U.S.’ share of 
worldwide R&D spending dropped from 37 percent in 2001 to 30 percent in 2011, while Asia has 
expanded its investment in R&D from 25 percent in 2001 to 34 percent in 2011. Referencing the 
President’s Opportunity, Growth, and Security Initiative, which seeks to add an additional $56 billion 
above the Congressionally-set discretionary spending caps (see related article), Mikulski indicated that 
the Committee will write its appropriations bills according to the caps set in the Murray/Ryan Bipartisan 
Budget Act (BBA). Ranking Member Richard Shelby (R-AL) added that the discretionary spending 
constraints in BBA “have proven that spending limits are feasible” and emphasized the need for 
entitlement reform, noting that mandatory spending is crowding out “an important part of the federal 
budget. He cited a recent Government Accountability Office (GAO) report detailing inefficiencies in 
government spending and expressed his hope that the Committee will take the report into 
consideration. The Ranking Member also stated his support for NIH, “even in this constrained 
environment,” and emphasized the importance of DARPA and the lifesaving technology it provides to 
the U.S. military.  

http://www.appropriations.senate.gov/sites/default/files/hearings/Consortium%20of%20Social%20Science%20Associations%20-%20OWT.pdf
http://www.appropriations.senate.gov/hearings-and-testimony/outside-witness-testimony-federal-innovation-hearing
http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/omb/budget/fy2015/assets/opportunity.pdf
http://www.cossa.org/volume33/HouseCJS.pdf
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Senator Lamar Alexander (R-TN) echoed Shelby regarding the rise of mandatory spending. “It is not an 
Obama problem,” Alexander declared. He noted that the goals of the National Academies’ Rising Above 
the Gathering Storm report was to double the budget of the agencies within the legislation’s jurisdiction, 
adding that China spends four percent of its GDP on science and technology while the U.S. spends less 
than one percent.  
 
Labor, Health and Humans Services, and Education Subcommittee Chair Tom Harkin (D-IA) highlighted 
Congress’ elimination of the former Office of Technology Assessment (OTA) in 1995. OTA was created in 
1972 to provide Congress with objective and authoritative analysis of the complex scientific and 
technical issues. Harkin emphasized the need to revive the office, stressing that Congress needs 
“information to make better judgments.” 
 
Observing the pressure Congressional offices receive to appropriate disease-specific spending, Senator 
Roy Blunt (R-MO) noted that the best response is to increase overall funding to NIH, noting the doubling 
of the NIH’s budget from 1998-2003. Blunt further stressed that research decisions are better made via 
an increase in funding rather than an “increase in directions from Congress.” 
 
In his testimony, John Holdren emphasized that President Obama “continues to place a high priority on 
research and development and on science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) 
education.” He pointed out that much of the President’s federal research and investment portfolio has 
enjoyed bipartisan support, and noted that “Congress has recognized that retaining America’s global 
leadership position in science, technology, and innovation is not a partisan issue.” Holdren emphasized 
that the federal role in research “has been especially important for research in which eventual 
applications can’t be foreseen.”  
 
The Administration believes that while the U.S. is a leader in science, technology, and innovation, it 
cannot take that leadership for granted, Holdren testified. He indicated that he welcomes the efforts of 
other nations to build their capacities in science, technology, and innovation, “insofar as they add to the 
talent pool participating in research to address the many challenges that societies around the world face 
in common, such as defeating disease, poverty, and climate change.” At the same time, he 
acknowledged that the efforts by other nations present a challenge for the U.S. to keep up. 
 
Holdren stressed that the spending level caps agreed to in the Bipartisan Budget Act of 2013 do not 
allow for “additional opportunities to make investments.” That is why the President included the 
Opportunity, Growth, and Security Initiative in his FY 2015 request. The initiative would fund 
opportunities in the areas of “education, research and innovation; infrastructure and jobs; opportunity 
and mobility; public health, safety and security; and more efficient and effective government; and 
national defense,” said Holdren. 
 
Ernest Moniz testified that the Department of Energy remains a leading force in driving the U.S. 
scientific and technological innovation enterprise. He provided examples of how DOE-sponsored 
research (e.g. basic, applied, and development) has benefitted the country via new technologies and 
sometimes entirely new industries, as well as the education of the next generation of scientists and 
engineers. Moniz observed that while the supercomputer began as an instrument of science, it has now 
become a “powerful enabling tool of industry and a force for growth.” He stated that today more than 
half of the world’s 500 fastest computers, including five of the top ten, are located in the U.S as the 
result of federal investment.  
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Moniz stressed that nurturing DOE-supported scientific research programs have become increasingly 
difficult because of sequestration. Budget cuts have caused reductions in support for research 
challenges, eroded employee confidence, and resulted in several project cancellations. In the near-term, 
DOE has lost or delayed access to key science and technology capabilities that will be difficult to rebuild, 
Moniz testified.  
 
As part of his testimony, Collins highlighted the book, “The Entrepreneurial State,” by Mariana 
Mazzucato, which challenges the U.S. to look at the government “as the economy’s entrepreneur, 
investor, risk-taker, and innovator.” He shared several examples of “promising opportunities” for 
biomedical research and innovation which also provide economic growth opportunities. Collins also 
cited several examples of economic analyses by various authors that confirm “the roughly two-to-one 
return on investment of federal support of biomedical research.” The reports provide examples of how 
supporting basic research through the NIH “ultimately leads to live-saving products, licensable 
technologies, and discoveries.” 
 
Noting that the past several years have been challenging for the NIH, Collins pointed out that the NIH 
“funds less than 16 percent of the applications it receives.” Since 2003, the NIH has lost purchasing 
power as a result of inflation. In addition, the 2013 sequester cut more than $1.5 billion of the agency’s 
funding and decimated the morale of the scientific community. As a result, the director reported that 
the NIH has funded 752 fewer grants in FY 2013. The challenging fiscal times are impeding the NIH’s 
ability to recruit and retain the brightest minds in science, Collins lamented. Collins emphasized the 
need for a stable and predictable NIH budget, noting that the sequester is “harmful to [NIH’s] promise.” 
 
NSF’s new director, France Córdova, began her testimony by asking the Committee: what if there were 
no iPads, iPhones, internet to access clearinghouses of information, MRIs for diagnoses, weather 
forecasts to warn communities of inclement weather, municipal water systems, ongoing cybersecurity 
efforts to protect the American public? She then asked: what if the Congress, after several false stops, 
had not approved the creation of the NSF? The technology has allowed the U.S. to be productive, 
provide millions of jobs, improved our health, and increased our standard of living and can be traced 
back to NSF funding, she stated.  
 
Córdova testified that “NSF’s broad scope uniquely positions us to integrate the natural and engineering 
with social, behavioral, and economic sciences to address the complex societal challenges of today.” She 
also noted that approximately $2 billion worth of grants submitted to NSF, equal in quality to those 
funded by the agency, were not funded due to the lack of resources. She highlighted the agency’s merit 
review process as “widely regarded as the gold standard of scientific review and has been emulated in 
scientific communities around the world.” She also noted that the agency is the primary source of 
federal funding for non-medical basic research and the competition for that funding is “intense.”  
 
She joined Holdren in emphasizing the need to take advantage of the “talent pool in this country,” 
emphasizing the critical need for a world-class workforce that is diverse and inclusive. She added that 
NSF “strives to ensure that students from diverse backgrounds, including women, underrepresented 
minorities, and persons with disabilities, have sufficient opportunities to engage empowering learning 
experiences and inspiring research, no matter their economic circumstances.” 
 
Arati Prabhakar testified about DARPA’s role as part of the larger ecosystem of R&D that includes 
federal agencies, academic centers, and industrial partners. Echoing Holdren, she pointed out that the 
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U.S. is not alone today “in recognizing the importance of R&D for economic and military strength...So 
like any ecosystem in a changing environment, it is essential that the U.S. R&D enterprise constantly 
adapt and evolve to maintain its position of global preeminence.” She noted that DARPA’s contribution 
to the R&D ecosystem is relatively small in dollars “but substantial in impact.” Despite its small budget, 
working closely with universities, in government and private laboratories, and in both large and small 
companies, DARPA works to “anticipate, create, and demonstrate breakthrough technologies that are 
outside and beyond conventional approaches, and that hold the potential for extraordinary advances in 
national security capability.”  
 
Among the effects of eroding DARPA budgets have been a reduction in the agency’s support of major 
demonstration programs. In some cases, Prabhakar explained, this meant that they have been “unable 
to advance the agency’s work to the point of actually demonstrating that a totally new approach is 
workable.” In other cases, DARPA has relied on a single approach to solving a particularly challenging 
problem because it could only fund one performing organization, which is especially problematic when 
it is trying to do something that has never been achieved before. Sequestration has affected DARPA’s 
programs, as with the other R&D agencies, by delaying or reducing them. 
  
In closing, Chairwoman Mikulski called the hearing “instructional, inspirational, eye-opening and 
disturbing.” She indicated that she and Ranking Member Shelby will encourage the Subcommittee chairs 
to attend to the funding issues discussed as they move through their own processes.  
 
 


