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When Leeward
Bean walked

into Florida Republican
Rep. Bill Young’s 
conference room, he
noticed a plaque that
commemorated a mar-
itime research project.
Bean’s Florida-based
company, Ocean Optics
Inc., had supplied opti-
cal sensors for the 
project, he told the
congressman’s chief
of staff. Young, who 
chairs the House
Appropriations
Committee, had been
instrumental in securing federal funds
for the project, Bean added.

Across Capitol Hill in the Senate
office of Colorado Republican (and vet-
erinarian) Wayne Allard, Silvia Mioc
described how optical science is being
applied to medical diagnosis and treat-
ment. Mioc’s Denver-area company,
Datex-Ohmeda Inc., is one of 240
Colorado businesses active in optics, she
told Allard’s health care policy aide. The
University of Colorado is “a big recipi-
ent” of federal research and develop-
ment funds, she said.

In Michigan Democrat Carl Levin’s
Senate office, Mary-Ann Mycek handed
out colorful flyers that described optical
research at the University of Michigan,
where she is an associate professor of
biomedical engineering and applied
physics. Guests from Colorado and New
York also were in the room, but Levin’s
deputy policy director gestured at Mycek
and joked that “I’m actually just meeting
with this [constituent] over here.”

Years ago, House Speaker Tip O’Neill
declared that “all politics is local.” These
scientists and optics industry executives
were acting on just that maxim during
the 2003 “Science-Engineering-
Technology Congressional Visits Day.”

The annual spring event—sponsored
by a coalition of three dozen scientific,
engineering, educational and business
organizations—sends scientists and their
allies to Capitol Hill in an attempt to
boost federal support for research. More
than 200 people participated this year,
including about 15 from OSA and the
International Society for Optical
Engineering (SPIE).

For the OSA and SPIE representatives,
the activities began early with a full day of
preparation focused on the nuts and bolts
of influencing public policy.

“One of the most important lessons 
I learned (while working on Capitol Hill)
is that science is considered just another
special interest,” Brendan Plapp, director
of the National Optics and Photonics
Initiative, told the group. “ The bottom
line is that you are in to make a pitch—
to convince people.”

The initiative is a joint project of
OSA and SPIE to promote optics and
photonics in Washington. And practic-
ing politics is different from practicing
science, Plapp, who is also a scientist,

explained. To advo-
cate successfully,
scientists need to
understand and adapt
to the differences.

Effective scientists
tend to have a long-
term term perspective
on their work and to
focus in depth and in
detail on their spe-
cialties, Plapp said. A
legislator, in contrast,
is perpetually acting
with haste over a wide
range of issues.

Members of
Congress “have thou-

sands and thousands of things come
across their desks,” Plapp said. The lobby-
ist must quickly get the member’s atten-
tion—or, more likely, the attention of the
member’s staff—and then quickly make
the case. “Practice making your pitch in
under two minutes,” he suggested.

All 200 scientists pitched the same
overarching case, which was highlighted
in the literature that they carried to the
congressional offices: “Federally funded
research is the nation’s foundation for the
future.” Research is an investment, not an
expense. Research enhances the nation’s
security, prosperity and health.

In addition, representatives of OSA
and SPIE asked lawmakers specifically 
to reconstitute Congress’s Office of
Technology Assessment, which was 
disbanded in 1995, and to allocate:
$1.1 billion to the Homeland Security
Department’s science and technology
programs (up from $800 million pro-
posed by the president); $500 million 
to the department’s Advanced Research
Projects Agency (up from $350 million);
$350 million to the new National
Institute of Biomedical Imaging and
Bioengineering (up from $282 million);
$125 million to the Education
Department’s Math and Science
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Members and staff of OSA and SPIE spent a
day preparing for their visit to Capitol Hill.



“Among members of Congress, there probably aren’t
more than 4 or 5 percent who have any exposure to
science training after high school, except for what 
was required to get a college degree.”

— Jim Turner, chief Democratic counsel 
for the House Science Committee.
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Partnerships (up from $12.5 million);
and at least the $200 million that the
president requested for Math and Science
Partnerships that are sponsored by the
National Science Foundation.

The scientists visited congressional
offices in five small groups, tailoring each
visit to the individual lawmaker. The sci-
entist from the lawmaker’s district or
state acted as the group’s leader. The pitch
was built around facts or anecdotes that
related optical science to the lawmaker’s
district, state or constituents.

“The staffer will be interested in hear-
ing your story,” Plapp advised the group.

“How does federal funding affect you and
people you know and what you’ve done?”

This approach is most effective when
it is tied to something the public cares
about, such as health care or the war on
terrorism, Plapp said. For that reason, the
societies prepared handouts on the use of
optics and photonics in homeland secu-
rity, medical technology and education.

Members of the group were repeatedly
warned not to make their presentations
overly technical. “Among members of
Congress, there probably aren’t more
than 4 or 5 percent who have any expo-
sure to science training after high

school, except for what was required
to get a college degree,” Jim Turner,
chief Democratic counsel for the
House Science Committee, told 
the group.

While that may make the job
more difficult, it also makes the sci-
entists’ educational role especially
important and offers a high oppor-
tunity for success, as Mioc and
Mycek discovered. In one office they
visited, an aide confessed to know-
ing little about science and lamented
that the relatively small congres-
sional staff has “so much to learn
about issues.” At the end of the
meeting, the aide expressed appreci-
ation for her newfound knowledge
of optics.

“Thank you,” she said. “I’m very
interested now.”

Tom Price (ThePricesWrite@yahoo.com) is a
Washington, D.C.-based journalist who focuses
on government, politics, technology, business
and education. 
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