
Collateral damage stemming from the
events of September 11 have had a

profound effect on the world of science.
In the aftermath of the terrorist attacks,
scientists and government officials have
been forced to modify their activities in
numerous areas.

In their initial responses to the
hijackings and later to the anthrax poi-
sonings, Congress and the administra-
tion focused on increasing controls on
international travelers and dangerous
substances: new regulations were put in
place and existing ones were enforced
more strictly. Scientists—whose work
depends to a great extent on the free
flow of information and people—soon
began to experience the unintended
consequences.

One problem is that “the people doing
security don’t understand science and the
scientists aren’t plugged into the threat,”
says David Heyman of the Center for
Strategic and International Studies
(CSIS), a Washington, D.C.-based think
tank. America’s enemies “are deadly seri-
ous,” Heyman added. “Osama Bin Laden
has made it a religious mission for his 
followers to acquire weapons of mass
destruction.” Some security experts warn
that the traditional openness of Western
science makes the mission easier to carry
out. “Those who led the chemical and
biological weapons programs in Iraq
were educated in the U.K. and the U.S.,”
Heyman said. According to a National
Research Council committee on poten-
tial misuse of biotechnology, research

that creates breakthroughs in medicine
also can create biological weapons.
Publication of some research results,
therefore, may need to be curtailed, the
committee said, although it argued that
publication decisions should be made by
scientists rather than by the government.

Heyman also fears that too many
restrictions on travel and information
sharing “may hollow out our science.”
Overly restrictive policies can create “an
unwitting attack against our supply
lines,” he said, referring to scientific con-
tributions to security. If American science
is weakened, he asks, “who will we turn to
to develop the antidotes to biological and
chemical weapons?”

Scientists and educators have found
post September 11 travel restrictions to

12 Optics & Photonics News ■ November 2004

WASHINGTON FOCUS

12 Optics & Photonics News ■ November 2004

Post September 11 Security Measures 
Hit Science Hard
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Scientists and educators have
found post September 11

travel restrictions 
particularly onerous.
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“We’re seeing a lot of people in government
making the case that ... foreigners make a
major contribution, we can’t isolate our sci-
entific community and therefore we have to
make some changes to these policies,” says
Albert Teich of AAAS.

Foreign applications to U.S. graduate schools declined
by a third from 2003 to 2004. The number of visas
granted to students and highly skilled workers has
dropped by a quarter since 2001.

cited a Rand Corp. study that found
much information that has been
removed from government Web sites 
was not useful to terrorists and could 
be obtained elsewhere. As Albert Teich,
director of AAAS’s science and policy
programs put it, “You can always go and
buy it from France.”

Scientists and educators have orga-
nized to oppose restrictions, Teich said,
and that effort is bearing some fruit.
“We’re looking for ways to mitigate
some of this, so it’s possible to maintain
the security we need and not damage
science inadvertently,” he said. “We’re
seeing a lot of people in the government
making the case that science is impor-
tant to this country, foreigners make a
major contribution, we can’t isolate our
scientific community, and therefore we
have to make some changes to these
policies.”

The government is moving to address
the visa problems, Teich said. Last year,
processing visas which required extra
scrutiny took an average of two months,
he said, while 98 percent are now pro-
cessed in fewer than 30 days. A study
by the Association of American Universi-
ties and the Council on Government
Relations found that most colleges were
able to negotiate acceptable compromises
on publication restrictions and research
by foreigners.

Government agencies need to do a lot
more, Teich continued. But scientists and
educators also have to accept that “the
world changed on September 11.”

Scientists need to pay more attention
to security considerations than some 
of them used to, for example, he said.
Foreign visitors will have to apply for
visas earlier. American scientists can help
by planning events earlier and “not doing
things at the last minute.”

“I’m sure most scientists would rather
not have to deal with this,” Teich said.
“But most have come to realize that with
the problems related to September 11
and anthrax and other kinds of terrorist
attacks, we’re going to be living with
these kinds of things, and it’s necessary 
to adapt.”

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

and facilities. Scientists working with
some highly dangerous substances now
undergo security clearances that can
include fingerprinting, criminal back-
ground checks and questioning of rela-
tives and friends.

Congress has also gotten involved. The
Homeland Security Act of 2002 made 
it harder to obtain some information
under the Freedom of Information Act.
Legislation moving toward passage this
year would allow the government to keep
secret plans for transporting hazardous
materials and reduce access to images
obtained from commercial satellites.

Restrictions on distributing scientific
information can hinder researchers’
ability to review each other’s work.
Critics charge the restrictions may keep
Americans in the dark about critical
issues of public safety. The proposed
new limits on satellite images have been
opposed by organizations of journalists,
for instance, on the grounds they will
limit their ability to report on environ-
mental and other issues.

Critics also question the effectiveness
of the information restrictions. AAAS

be particularly onerous. In general, the
waiting time for visas has grown since the
attacks, and the number of visa denials
has increased. A third of student visa
applications were rejected in 2003, up
from a quarter in 2001, according to the
National Science Board. Rejections of
exchange visitors doubled from 8 to 16
percent, and rejections of highly skilled
workers from 10 to 18 percent. Visitors
who work with certain critical tech-
nologies receive extra scrutiny in the 
visa process.

The delays have caused some scientists
to miss conferences. Delays in obtaining 
a visa—and reluctance to submit to some
security measures, such as fingerprint-
ing—have led a significant number of
international students to decide to study
outside the United States.

Studies collected by the American
Association for the Advancement of
Science (AAAS) showed that foreign
applications to U.S. graduate schools
declined by a third from 2003 to 2004.
The number of visas granted to students
and highly skilled workers has dropped
by a quarter since 2001, according to the
National Science Board.

Many scientists—along with advo-
cates of the public’s right to know—are
also disturbed by heightened restrictions
on the distribution of information,
a cornerstone of scientific research.
Government agencies today are more 
frequently shutting off access to “sensitive
but unclassified” information, a concept
that has not been clearly defined in law 
or executive policies.

According to the AAAS, the adminis-
tration has withdrawn thousands of
unclassified documents from public
access, stopped publishing information
that used to be released routinely, limited
how federal grantees can employ foreign
nationals and publish research results
and exempted agencies from some
requirements to release environmental
impact statements and information
about the location of hazardous materials

Tell us what you think: http://www.osa-opn.org/survey.cfm
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