
P resident George Bush
and Democratic chal-

lenger John Kerry have
staked out contrasting
positions on science issues
during this year’s presiden-
tial campaign, and they’re
not just debating about
how much money the fed-
eral government should
spend on science-related
programs.

The proper role of sci-
ence in public policy mak-
ing has became a matter of
sharp disagreement, with
Kerry accusing Bush of
perverting science for ideological pur-
poses and Bush asserting his policies
reflect a reasonable balance between
objective science and subjective values.
As John H. Marburger III, the White
House science advisor has said: Science
can identify potential medical uses of
embryonic stem cells, but it takes a differ-
ent kind of analysis to determine when a
fertilized egg acquires all the rights of a
human being.

The stem-cell issue encapsulates much
of the debate. Bush has restricted federal
support for research on embryonic stem
cells in order to prevent the destruction
of embryos. Kerry has promised to lift
those restrictions and to increase federal
funding for stem-cell research.

Proponents argue that embryonic
stem cells might produce cures for 
many diseases, such as Alzheimer’s,
which afflicted the late Republican
President Ronald Reagan. The debate
captured widespread attention at
Reagan’s death, in a dramatic crossing 
of partisan and ideological lines.
Reagan’s widow, Nancy, along with 
some conservative Republican lawmak-
ers, supports the research. His son,
Ron Jr., spoke at the Democratic
National Convention because of
Kerry’s pro-research position.

Reproductive issues are at the heart 
of several key Bush-Kerry conflicts. The
Food and Drug Administration overrode
recommendations from scientific advi-
sory committees and staff in refusing to
allow a “morning-after” emergency 
contraceptive to be sold over the counter.
The National Cancer Institute Web site
reported for four months that abortion
might cause breast cancer, despite 
scientific evidence to the contrary.
Information on using condoms to pre-
vent sexually transmitted disease was
removed from the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention Web site.

These and other incidents—involving
such controversial issues as global warm-
ing, strip mining and the risks posed by
industrial pollution—led more than 4,000
scientists, including 48 Nobel laureates, to
accuse Bush of ignoring or distorting sci-
ence for political purposes and to endorse
Kerry. The liberal Union of Concerned
Scientists has issued a series of reports
purporting to document those charges.

Defending Bush’s record, Marburger
argued that many public policy debates

“have ethical, economic and
international dimensions
that go far beyond science.
Global [climate] change,
reproductive technology
and health impacts of
chemicals in the environ-
ment fall in this category.”
There is no clear, scientifi-
cally proven best answer in
such debates, he contended.

Bush “believes policy
should be made with the
best and most complete
information possible,”
Marburger said. “There is
no intention by this admin-

istration to undermine or distort the
products of” science.

The administration argues that the
effectiveness of its science policies is 
evident in the results. “The intricate
machinery of American science is the
envy of the world because it works so
well,” Marburger said. “It does so because
the interface between government and
the scientific community is broad and
robust and remarkably apolitical.

“The United States is investing more
in research and development than all the
other [advanced industrial] nations
combined. The quality of research pro-
duced by our university, industrial and
national laboratories is unsurpassed by
any other nation.”

Saying that “government can be a vital
part of providing the research that will
allow America to stay on the leading edge
of technology,” Bush noted that his 2005
budget proposal calls for federal R&D
spending to total $132 billion, a 44 per-
cent increase over when he took office at
the beginning of 2001. He wants to spend
$1 billion on nanotechnology R&D, a
doubling in spending since 2001. He
would add $1 billion to NASA’s budget
over the next five years to advance a plan
to send astronauts back to the moon 
by 2020, then to points beyond. He has
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Democratic presidential candidate John
Kerry wades into a Denver crowd after
unveiling his plan to “support sound science
and reinvigorate American innovation.”
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proposed spending $1.2 billion
over five years to develop hydro-
gen-powered automobiles.

Critics say Bush’s claims are
exaggerated. Part of the 44 per-
cent increase in R&D spending is
attributable to Congress repeat-
edly deciding to spend more on
science than the president had
originally proposed, they say.
The increases—especially those
proposed for the future—are
concentrated in military and
homeland security projects.
The entire 2005 R&D increase
would go to Defense Department
weapons programs and the
Homeland Security Department, accord-
ing to an analysis by the American
Association for the Advancement of
Science. The size of most other federal
R&D programs would be reduced or held
steady next year. The total for research
alone would be flat, declining outside 
of the Homeland Security Department.
Non-defense R&D would not keep pace
with projected inflation over the next 

five years, and would decline steeply out-
side of NASA and Homeland Security.
Within NASA, only the space program
would avoid steep cuts.

Charging that “we won't get
very far with a government that
starves science and technology
and slashes future budgets for
research,” Kerry promised to be
“a president who understands
that when America invests in sci-
ence and technology and higher
education we can build a new
and stronger economy for the
21st century.”

He said he would hike the
research budgets at science agen-
cies and for long-term research
in the Defense Department. He
pledged “substantial” increases
in funding for research into

clean energy, medicine, advanced man-
ufacturing, information technology,
nanotechnology “and other priorities.”

“Because we do not know where the
next great breakthrough will come from,”
Kerry said, “I will support the curiosity-
driven, high-risk research.”

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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President Bush tries a cell phone powered by a
hydrogen fuel cell during a demonstration of
energy-efficient technologies at the National
Building Museum in Washington, D.C.
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