
Department of Homeland Security
(DHS), the Bureau of Immigration and
Customs Enforcement (BICE) and the
Terrorist Threat Integration Center
(TTIC), among many other security-
related programs.

I viewed this turn of events as any sci-
entist might view an unexpected result in
his or her research: here was a chance to
learn about something new. I would go
where the work led me. The House Select
Committee on Homeland Security and
the Department of Homeland Security
are unique among congressional com-
mittees and executive branch agencies
because they were newly created this year.
Our committee has the opportunity and
duty to formulate policy to protect our
citizens from terrorists. Besides policy-
making, members of the committee must
spell out exactly how much money is
available for these duties and how that
money is to be allocated. Finally, the
committee tasks DHS or another execu-
tive branch agency (DOE, for example) 
to carry out the policies and oversee the
implementation and use of the funds.

These basic duties—formulating legis-
lation and conducting oversight—are
among the chief responsibilities of every
congressional committee. The difference
in this case is that we are “making it

Each year, OSA and SPIE jointly
fund a 12-month fellowship that
allows a scientist or engineer to work
in a congressional office. A second
science and engineering fellowship 
is offered jointly by OSA and the
Materials Research Society. Chris
Beck was the 2003 OSA/SPIE Fellow.

Concerns about terrorism and
homeland security shaped my

year on Capitol Hill, in that I spent
most of my time there working on
security-related issues. My prede-
cessor, Kristen Kulinowski, was 
in Washington on September 11,
2001, and during the anthrax
attacks that followed; we both felt acutely
the effects of these events in Washington
and within the fellowship program.

I worked in the office of Rep. Loretta
Sanchez of the 47th district of California.
When I came to Capitol Hill, my major
policy interests were education and health
care. I secured a place in the office of
Sanchez, then a member of the Education
and Workforce Committee, after about
three weeks of interviews in 43 House
and four Senate offices. I was excited to
work on education and health care policy
issues: in the first month, I got up to
speed on Head Start, the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), the
Nursing Loan Forgiveness program and
other topics related to education. In the
health care arena, I familiarized myself
with the workings of Medicare, Medicaid,
the State Children’s Health Insurance
Program (CHIP) and the Women, Infants
and Children (WIC) program.

In mid-February, Sanchez was asked
to sit on the Select Committee on
Homeland Security (SCHS). In accepting
the appointment, she took a leave of
absence from the Education and
Workforce Committee and the focus of
our office shifted accordingly. Instead of
learning about IDEA, SCHIP and WIC,
I had to learn all I could about the

all up as we go along,” while the
other standing committees have
fairly well established procedures
and jurisdictional boundaries. The
process has afforded me an incred-
ible opportunity to learn about
how government works by being
present while the structures are
built, as well as to have an impact
on the building process.

The Department of Homeland
Security, along with the govern-
ment’s focus on homeland security
in general, will have an effect on the
scientific community. The effect
will not be as large, however, as the
impact on science exerted by DOE

and DOD during the Cold War years.
A case in point is the BioShield Project,
which will be overseen by the Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services
(HHS) when the legislation authorizing 
it is passed. The legislation authorizes
$5.6 billion to allow the Secretary of HHS
to procure medical countermeasures to
protect the public in the case of a biologi-
cal, chemical or radiological attack. Most
of the funds are for incentives to private
sector companies to develop vaccines, a
market that is normally not considered
worth exploring because of exposure to
legal liability and the one-time use of the
vaccine. Pharmaceutical companies are
assured a more stable market if they
make medicines that people take for long
periods of time. There is also room in the
authorization for non-vaccine medical
countermeasures, as well as for preven-
tion and detection technologies.

The National Science Foundation
(NSF), the National Institutes of Health
(NIH), the National Institute for
Standards and Technology (NIST),
the Department of Energy (DOE), the
national laboratory system and universi-
ties in the United States will all find new
grants have been made available for basic
and applied science and technology
research projects.
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While it is true that the Department 
of Homeland Security is having its share
of difficulties getting organized and 
functioning effectively, there is much
interest in Congress and within DHS in
creating partnerships with universities,
national laboratories and the private sec-
tor. To support these efforts, the Science
and Technology Directorate is looking
for ideas and products. Also, DHS is try-
ing to grow its own research and devel-
opment capacity via the Homeland
Security Advanced Research Projects
Agency (HSARPA), which is modeled
after DARPA.

The main task of the Select
Committee on Homeland Security is to
guide the organization and development
of this new agency. Unfortunately,
Congress as a whole has much work to
do in this regard: at present, there are a
total of 88 congressional committees and
subcommittees with some jurisdiction 
in the area of homeland security. Newt
Gingrich, former speaker of the House,
testified at the Rules Subcommittee of
the SCHS that the membership of the 88
committees and subcommittees included
all 100 senators and 412 representatives.
Part of SCHS’s charter is to come up
with recommendations on whether or
not our committee should be phased out
or become permanent, and if the latter,
what changes in House rules are neces-
sary. We have held a number of hearings
on the topic which have included testi-
mony from academics, former executive
branch agency members and members
of Congress. All the witnesses have
agreed that the committee should
become permanent. The basic message is
that the job of homeland security is not
going to go away, and the current orga-
nization of Congress will hinder, not
help, the new department function,
because having a department account-
able to 88 different committees and sub-
committees will only generate mixed
signals. We can only hope that the politi-
cal will is there to create a Standing
Committee on Homeland Security. The
chairmen of the existing committees
with some claim to homeland security
have power that derives from the juris-
diction of their own committees and 
for obvious reasons are not likely to 
be enthusiastic about giving it up.

This is an interesting situation that
academia does not prepare us for: I have
listened to a group of experts state almost
unanimously that one course of action is
the right one. Normally in science in the
area of emerging research, there are sev-
eral divergent opinions. Where there are
no divergent opinions, we feel confident
that the shared opinion is correct, and we

accept that majority view in most cases
and move on to do research in areas in
which we don’t yet have agreement. Since
I have not heard anyone argue that the
current committee structure would be
more efficient than moving to a new
structure with the Homeland Security
committee in place, to my mind, the
choice is obvious. I am fairly confident
that the single permanent committee
approach will win, although not without
some backroom power struggles.

Politics aside, I should report that
the analytical and organizational skills I
developed in my formal education and
research served me well as I gathered
information and tried to make predic-
tions for Sanchez. My scientific education
was excellent preparation. I enjoyed pol-
icy work immensely and felt lucky every
day that the fellowship afforded me this
opportunity.

Chris Beck (chris.beck@mail.house.gov) continues to
work in the office of Rep. Loretta Sanchez.
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OSA/SPIE Fellow Chris Beck stands behind Rep.
Loretta Sanchez as she is filmed on C-SPAN. 
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