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VIEWPOINT

Talking to Your Government  
Officials: Why It Matters
Elizabeth Kunkee

I’ve learned a lot during my tenure as chair of OSA’s Public 
Policy Committee. Not only is it possible for individuals to make 
a difference in the lawmaking process, it happens regularly. 
Scientists and their constituents matter to government  
decision-makers. Their insights matter. Their opinions matter.

No matter what 
country you’re 
from, international 
competitiveness 
hinges not only 
on our collective 
technical successes 
as innovators, 
but also on our 
efforts as scientists 
and engineers in 
securing support for 
education and R&D. 

made it tough for a company to have a foreign national 
working in a research capacity.

As you can imagine, we were concerned. Working 
with the larger science, technology, mathematics and 
engineering community during the “open comment” 
period, OSA was able to influence the Department of 
Commerce to recall their proposed rules and form a 
“Deemed Export Advisory Committee.” This Commit-
tee, which has strong representation from practicing 
scientists and engineers, will work to develop a fair and 
balanced set of regulations that meets both the interests 
of the Commerce Department and those of the scien-
tific community. This is a true victory that shows how 

the scientific community can impact 
government plans.  

This is just one example. I’m im-
pressed with many other things that 
the OSA Public Policy Committee has 
done on Capitol Hill, such as hold-
ing annual briefings for members of 
Congress and their staffers on topics 
such as Optics in Medicine and LED 
technology. OSA is a regular participat-
ing organization in the annual Con-
gressional Visits Day, which is designed 
to advocate for increased funding for 
basic scientific R&D budgets and to 
present participants with a personal 
opportunity to give legislators insights 
into specific technical areas that offer 
high R&D payoff. Further, we have 
formed the OSA “Advocate of Optics” V
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of a sense of patriotic duty, but I also knew that 
the actions of our legislators directly affect my own 

project funding and that of my colleagues. In the United 
States, Congress controls much of the agency money—
our primary source of funding of scientific research. 
In order to secure these resources, Congress must first 
understand the importance of research and development, 
and I have realized that crafting policy related to tech-
nology is best done by government officials who have 
accurate, up-to-date information. We can play a role in 
making that happen. 

Case in point: About a year ago, the U.S.  
Department of Commerce proposed 
some restrictions on “deemed exports” 
along with a very limited definition of 
the term. That may seem like a trivial 
nomenclature distinction, but the 
regulations would have had a signifi-
cant impact on any research activity 
that involved international researchers 
in the United States. 

The proposed rule would have 
made the operation of export-con-
trolled instrumentation by a foreign 
national working in a university con-
sidered a “deemed export,” even if that 
person were engaged in fundamental 
research. The rule would have made 
it extremely difficult to have students 
from outside the United States in 
research labs and would have also 
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recognition to give visibility to government officials who 
support optics and photonics, both in the United States 
and abroad. 

International OSA members feel the reverberations 
of U.S. policy as well. Take the deemed exports issue. It 
could have meant the loss of many potential opportuni-
ties for scientists outside the United States. Visa issues are 
another hot-button international topic that we are regu-
larly monitoring and addressing with embassy visits and 
discussions with government representatives. (See related 
article on p. 12.) If there are other issues that affect our 
members internationally, tell us. We are always looking to 
find ways to get involved in global policy efforts as they 
relate to optics and photonics. 

No matter what country you’re from, competitive-
ness hinges not only on our collective technical successes 
as innovators, but also on our efforts as scientists and 

engineers in securing support for education and R&D. 
We need you to express your personal perspective to your 
government officials to give a voice to the optics and 
photonics community. OSA offers the resources to make 
it happen. For example, the OSA Web site provides an 
online tool called CongressWeb, which simplifies direct 
e-mail communication with congressional representatives 
and senators.  

To secure the future of optical science and technology, 
I believe that’s time well spent. t

[ Elizabeth Kunkee (elizabeth.kunkee@ngc.com) is the chair of 
OSA’s Public Policy Committee and an engineer in the micro-
electronics technology development department at Northrop 
Grumman Space Technology in Manhattan Beach, Calif. ]

  Got Views?
If you are interested in sharing your perspective on an 
issue relevant to science, optics or science policy in OPN’s 
Viewpoint column, please contact us at opn@osa.org. RE
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SOSA’s Public Policy:  

http://osa.org/news/publicpolicy

Science Issues in Congress:  
http://osa.org/news/congress

Legislative Action Center: www.congressweb.com/ 
cweb4/index.cfm?orgcode=OSA

Other Policy Links:  
http://osa.org/news/publicpolicylinks/


