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STATE OF THE STATES

In 2000, the voters of Arizona made a
strong statement in support of science

and education. They raised the state sales
tax by 0.6%, agreeing that most of the
hundreds of millions of dollars raised
should go to schools. But 12% is set aside
for research, which means the state’s
three public universities are sharing
about $50 million a year for 20 years 
for programs ranging from optics to
environmental technology.

This ongoing flow of money for
science is particularly noteworthy
given that the National Governors
Association is calling this the
toughest economy for states since
World War II. A National
Conference of State Legislatures
survey early this year found that
two-thirds of the states must reduce
their budgets by a total of nearly
$26 billion before June 30.

Arizona is facing one of the
worst fiscal crises in the nation,
with a shortfall of $1 billion.
“Proposition 301,” as the education
referendum there was called, has
provided a providential safety net for
basic research. “We just sort of go, ‘thank
goodness.’ [Lawmakers] can’t touch it,”
said Mary Jo Waits, associate director of
the Arizona State University Morrison
Institute for Public Policy. Her organiza-
tion has been promoting the idea that a
solid economy is “all about knowledge
and turning that into businesses and
products. We just went out and told that
story over and over again,” Waits said,
and voters listened.

Still, science programs are facing grim
news in many places. In the state of
Washington, lawmakers have talked of
gutting the state library system. In New
Jersey, the governor has proposed elimi-
nating the 18-year-old Commission on
Science and Technology, which supports
start-ups and research centers at universi-
ties. Twenty million dollars in grants,
scheduled for distribution through 2007,

would be eliminated under this plan, said
John Tesoriero, executive director of the
commission. “We’re the seed money to
attract federal and industrial dollars,” he
said. “We’re making some significant
progress in terms of what’s important not
only to the state, but the nation.”

Similar cuts have been proposed in
California, where the trade and com-
merce agency budget could shrink from
$45.6 million to $21.4 million. The
agency’s division of science, technology
and innovation would be completely sus-
pended under this plan, its $6.5 million
budget slashed. This division has, among
other things, leveraged seed money to
help commercialize high-tech products
and supported the development of the
space industry in California. Lawmakers
aren’t willing to say science, technology
and innovation programs are gone for-
ever; they just can’t be supported in the

current economy, said the tech-
nology agency’s spokesman, Jason
Kimbrough. “These are all wonder-
ful programs and I think that saying
they are suspended really exempli-
fies the incredibly difficult decisions
the administration is having to
make,” he said.

Some states are continuing to
invest in science initiatives aimed at
building technology-based
economies, said Phil Psilos of the

National Governors Association. In
Indiana, for example, the governor has a
plan to invest $360 million over the next
10 years in the new Indiana Growth
Fund, designed to move research and
technology ideas into the marketplace;
$40 million in new technology centers
and parks; and $75 million in university
research construction projects. Indiana
plans to tap into its share of state tobacco
settlement money to help pay for the
ventures. The idea is to promote growth
in four areas that the state already has
resources in, including life sciences,
advanced manufacturing, information
technology and high-tech distribution.

“We can do this or we can do nothing,”
said Mary Dieter, spokeswoman for Gov.
Frank O’Bannon. “We can keep struggling
like this every time we have an economic
downturn, or we can create high-wage,
high-skills jobs in these four sectors.”
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The Optical Sciences Center
at the University of Arizona
is receiving new sales tax
money for research and a
building addition, despite a
tight budget year in Arizona
and nationally. Right: Galina
Khitrova checks the Riber
32P molecular beam 
epitaxy (MBE) system.
Below: Angus Wu (with
daughter) presents research
results. 
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University-based research programs
are likely targets during tough economic
times, Psilos said. “The perception is that
universities need to be more accountable
for producing economic benefits. What’s
clear is that where there’s a university
that’s playing ball with the economic
goals of the state, it’s much harder to
make cuts.” The optics centers at the pub-
lic University of Arizona and University
of Central Florida are two places where
those connections have paid off.

At Florida’s School of Optics/CREOL,
about $3.8 million came from the state
last year. Another $4 million came from

industry and nearly $7 million came from
the federal government. “Our faculty is
extremely successful at getting extramural
funding,” CREOL Director Eric Van
Stryland said. “State money has been solid
for 10 years, and now it’s growing.”

Still, Van Stryland worries about the
broader economic problems the states
face. Specialized programs such as his
suffer if public schools don’t have the
resources to produce viable graduate stu-
dent candidates, for example, he said.

At Arizona, only 13% of the optics
center’s budget comes from the state. The
rest comes from grants and industry 

support, and those relationships are
growing. “At times like this, it works out
pretty well because we don’t have all our
eggs in one basket,” Optical Sciences
Center Director James Wyant said.

The university also is enjoying the
money from the proposition passed by
voters nearly three years ago. Some of the
sales tax money is being used to build a
new wing to the optics center. The rest is
being divided among astronomical
optics, optical imaging and photonics
research. The center is hiring faculty, sup-
porting students’ major research equip-
ment and sponsoring an optics lecture
series for the public, among other things,
said Richard Powell, a faculty member
there. In the midst of what otherwise is
dismal financial news in Arizona, the
sales tax money is a “a success story,”
Powell said. “That’s been a real bright
spot.”
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“The perception is that universities need to be
more accountable for producing economic 
benefits. What’s clear is that where there’s a 
university that’s playing ball with the economic
goals of the state, it’s much harder to make cuts.”

— Phil Psilos, National Governors Association


