
STANDARDS 

Tech transfer opportunities for optics 

W ith the August signing of the 
Omnibus Trade and Competi

tiveness Act, the National Bureau of 
Standards disappeared from the fed
eral lexicon, to be renamed the Na 
tional Institute of Standards and 
Technology (NIST). The new name 
reflects a new mandate—helping U.S. 
industry become more competitive in
ternationally by aiding in technology 
transfer—and offers some new op
portunities for the optics industry. 

More specif ically, the measure 
charges NIST to "assist industry in 
the development of technology and 
procedures needed to improve quali
ty, to modernize manufacturing pro
cesses, to ensure product reliability, 
manufacturing, functionality, and 
cost-effectiveness, and to facilitate the 
more rapid commercialization, espe
cially by small and medium sized 
companies throughout the United 
States, of products based on new sci
entific discoveries." 

NIST will continue to provide the 
services that NBS has become known 
for and will remain the nation's cen
tral laboratory for developing and 
disseminating measurement stan
dards and scientific data. In addition, 
however, the law has added four new 
responsibilities to facilitate technolo
gy transfer: 

• create a series of "Regional Cen
ters for the Transfer of Manufactur
ing Technology" that are to be affili
ated with non-profit institutions or 
organizations; 

• create a program to make federal
ly funded research and technology 
available to state and local technolo
gy programs and technology exten
sion services; 

• establish an "Advanced Technol
ogy Program" to encourage the com
mercialization of high technology ser
vices and products; and 

• support a "Clearinghouse for 

State and Local Initiatives on Produc
tivity, Technology and Innovation" to 
help state and local officials make de
cisions on technology policy. 

This legislation offers a number of 
opportunities for optics. The scope of 
NIST's responsibilities is so broad 
that only a little imagination is need
ed to see how this new mandate could 
help the optics community in areas of 
education, technology transfer, and 
market development. For example, 
optical instrument and machinery de
velopers and manufacturers could 
profit from market research to ensure 
that the appropriate technology is 
made available to markets that are 
ready for it. Apprentice training pro
grams for opticians could benefit 
from additional assistance and data. 

As the Institute works to define its 
role, we should not let a prime oppor
tunity pass us by. Now is the time to 
suggest programs and initiatives that 
might best serve the field of optics. 

—Robert E. Parks 
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