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Thinking Big: A View from the Top
President Obama’s 2011 Plan for Science
By Julia Ransohoff
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FUHGLW2IÀFLDO:KLWH+RXVH3KRWRE\3HWH6RX]D

rogress in science and research
requires not only technical and conceptual expertise, but also “big picture”
policy and planning. Science develops in
the halls of Congress and Federal agencies
as well as in laboratories and universities.
On February 1st, President Obama released
KLVEXGJHWIRUWKHÀVFDO\HDU2EDPD·V
SURSRVHGEXGJHWUHÁHFWVDUHQHZHGLQYHVWPHQW LQ VFLHQWLÀF UHVHDUFK DQG SURPLVHV

Figure 1. President Obama

to catalyze progress in a variety of areas.
7KHSURSRVDOLVUHPDUNDEOHLQWKDWGHVSLWH
WKHHFRQRPLFGRZQWXUQDQGWKHÀQDQFLDO
turmoil of the past year and a half, it nevHUWKHOHVVSUHVHUYHVDQGHQKDQFHVVFLHQWLÀF
progress as a preeminent national goal.
:LWKELOOLRQHDUPDUNHGIRUUHVHDUFK
and $66 billion of that proposed amount
unrelated to national defense, science funding is to be increased by 5.9% over the prior
ÀVFDO \HDU    :KLOH 2EDPD·V SURSRVDO
UHPDLQV WR EH PRGLÀHG DQG GHEDWHG E\
Congress, several noteworthy aims can be
discerned from its current form.
First, with $108 million proposed for the
Department of Energy, the budget demonstrates a new, clear focus on the development of renewable and geothermal power

sources, and on advancement in research to
reduce dependence on fossil fuels. A further $197 million is proposed for research

“[D]espite the economic
GRZQWXUQDQGWKHÀQDQFLDO
WXUPRLORIWKHSDVW\HDU
DQGDKDOI>WKHSURSRVDO@
QHYHUWKHOHVVSUHVHUYHV
DQGHQKDQFHVVFLHQWLÀF
progress as a preeminent
QDWLRQDOJRDOµ
on safer nuclear waste disposal. The 2011
ÀVFDO\HDUZLOOPDUNWKHKDOWLQJRI GHFDGHV
ORQJZRUNRQ1HYDGD·V<XFFD0RXQWDLQDV
a site for nuclear waste disposal. According
WR6HFUHWDU\RI (QHUJ\(ULF&KX2EDPD·V
decision in this respect provides the opporWXQLW\´WRWDNHDGHHSEUHDWK«DQGWRUHDOO\
ORRNDWWKLVGLVSDVVLRQDWHO\DQGSORWWKHEHVW
path forward,” as the existing nuclear waste
LV GHHPHG XQKD]DUGRXV IRU ÀIW\ \HDUV WR
come, providing time and space for development of safer disposal methods (1).
)RU WKH 1DWLRQDO ,QVWLWXWHV RI  +HDOWK
Obama has increased funding by $1 billion
RYHU KLV  EXGJHW DQG WKH 1,+ ZLOO
FRQWLQXHWREHQHÀWIURPWKHIXQGLQJRI ODVW
\HDU·V5HFRYHU\$FW$FFRUGLQJWRWKH1,+
the proposed funding increase will contribute to the realization of “[i]nnovative high
WKURXJKSXW WHFKQRORJLHV LQFOXGLQJ '1$
sequencing, imaging, and computational biology, [which] represent areas of exceptional
promise” (2). The report emphasizes the
JRYHUQPHQW·VJRDORI PDNLQJWKHPRVWRI 
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funding opportunities, stating that “[v]igorous U.S. support of biomedical research in
all these areas promises to save lives, reduce
the burden of chronic illness, stimulate the
economy, empower new and more effective
prevention strategies, and reduce health care
FRVWVµ  6SHFLÀFDLPVLQFOXGHH[SDQVLRQ
of research into determining feasibility of
personalized medicine, in which diagnostic

´WKHEXGJHWZLOOKDYHLWV
PRVWSURIRXQGHIIHFWV
RQVWLPXODWLQJORQJWHUP
projects in science and
LPSURYLQJWKHKHDOWKFDUH
ODQGVFDSHRIWKHQDWLRQµ
and treatment methods are prescribed based
RQDSDWLHQW·VLQGLYLGXDOSURÀOHDQGQHHGV
as well as continued progress in stem cell
research, particularly in its applications to
DGGUHVV3DUNLQVRQ·VGLVHDVHVSLQDOFRUGLQjuries, and type 1 diabetes (2).
7KH'HSDUWPHQWRI +HDOWKDQG+XPDQ
Services will receive a proposed $81.3 billion
in funding to serve the health needs of all
$PHULFDQV  1RWDEOH IXQGLQJ EUHDNGRZQV
include $2.5 billion to support healthcare
provisions for underserved and uninsured
patient populations, as well as support
IRU 0HGLFDUH DQG 0HGLFDLG SURMHFWV WKDW
will “provide higher quality care at lower
FRVWV LPSURYH EHQHÀFLDU\ HGXFDWLRQ DQG
XQGHUVWDQGLQJRI EHQHÀWVRIIHUHGDQGEHWter align provider payments with costs and
RXWFRPHVµDFFRUGLQJWRWKH:KLWH+RXVH·V
2IÀFH RI  0DQDJHPHQW DQG %XGJHW SUHVV
release (3).
Although the budget will undoubtedly
EH PRGLÀHG E\ &RQJUHVV EHIRUH ÀQDO DSproval and project initiation, its preliminary
RXWOLQHV LQGLFDWH WKH DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ·V JRDO
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RI SUHVHUYLQJWKH8QLWHG6WDWHV·SRVLWLRQDVDQ
LQWHUQDWLRQDO OHDGHU LQ UHVHDUFK DQG VFLHQWLÀF
progress. While providing an immediate boost
to current research, the budget will have its
most profound effects on stimulating long term
projects in science and improving the healthcare
landscape of the nation.
—Julia Ransohoff ’13 is a prospective Human
Developmental and Regenerative Biology concentrator
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