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BIOTECHNOLOGY SWEEPS RESEARCH FUNDING1 
 
I read quite a few references before I wrote this article because I wanted to write from facts and 
not emotion. Perhaps no research-educational program has ever been more successful than that 
made possible by the Morrill Land Grant College Act of 1862. It enabled a segment of the 
population --youngsters from farms-- to receive a college education. It also enabled farmers to 
reap the benefits of meaningful research. That same year Congress established the USDA. It 
began with seven people, one a head gardener. 
 
For 80 years the USDA and state experiment stations reigned supreme in biological research. 
Then, in the 1960s, other agencies began to enjoy the generosity of Congress. The National 
Institute of Health and NSF began to make their presence known. Their grants to researchers 
were almost always substantial, highly sought after, close to status symbols in academia and 
about impossible for a floriculturist to get. 
 
In the past year I have attended numerous meetings at which university administrators have told 
why positions previously filled by agricultural scientists would be lost. 
 
Federal funding of academic research and 
development by selected agencies 

At one school more than 200 faculty 
positions in a college of agriculture had 
been eliminated. In almost every such 
instance a lack of funding was responsible 
for the reduction of agricultural scientists. 
 
At the same time, almost without pausing 
for a breath, the administrators would 
proudly announce what their colleges had 

been granted for biotechnology. One university lost many agriculture positions but received a 
grant of almost $6 million to build an experimental center for the analysis and transfer of plant 
genes. Another school received over $1 million to study the genetic manipulation of crops that 
would produce compounds for non-food use. 

Federal Agencies 
Year     DOE    DOD           NIH      NSF      NASA 

(Millions of Dollars of Funding) 
   USDA 

1967 90 280 478 209 119 64 
1977 188 273 1,311 511 118 186 

1987 315 1,232 2,846 1,143 325    236 

 
These funds were made available by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, the Department of 
Energy and the National Science Foundation. The goal of their program is "to improve the 
quality of food and fiber, to increase the efficiency of their production, and to develop and use 



new products to ensure the competitive position of U.S. agriculture and production of renewable 
resources." 
 
Numbers of scientists working in research  
development in the United States 

 
The USDA itself has changed its approach 
to funding research. The Agricultural 
Research Service and the Cooperative State 
Research Service will obtain 7.3 percent less 
money in 1989 than they did in 1988 

according to Report 13 of the American Association for the Advancement of Science. In 
competitive research grants, biotechnology will get almost twice as much funding as plant 
science research: $21.6 million vs. $12.1 million. 

Field. 1978 1982 1986

Agriculture 6,600 10,50 14,80
Biology 28,90 47,60 58,80
Medicine 9,300 8,600 10,30
Computer sci 2,200 2,800 7,200

 
Today, BIOTECHNOLOGY is the 
ultimate word in research even though 
most people don't know what it is. 
 

No one can be totally negative about it because we know that its consequences will help all of us 
in medical advances, improved foods and other things we do. The public seems to be excited 
about biotechnology or molecular biology, as surveys have shown, even though most people 
don't know what it is. 
 
Biotechnology today includes such areas as genetic engineering, fermentation, bioprocessing and 
cellular hybridization. Last year about 900 firms used it. More firms have failed to make a profit 
from their biotechnology ventures than have made it, and there seems to be a direct correlation 
between size and success. The large corporations often contract with outside agencies, such as 
universities, to do much of the research. 
 
I am not an opponent of biotechnology, but I do wish that people in positions of high 
responsibility would remember the great benefits made possible by the Morrill Act. 
 

I am concerned when long-time colleagues of 
mine throughout the country are not eplaced 
when they retire because of redirection of 
funding. 
 

I know how competent and dedicated they were, and I am angry at college administrators and at 
state industry people for not fighting harder for the continuation of their positions and increasing 
their support of people still at work. 
 

I am biased toward the person trying to 
solve the problems threatening our 
industry now... 



I know I am biased toward the person trying to solve the problems threatening our industry now 
and in the near future, though I recognize the need for a sound balance of research geared for 
today and research geared for 15 to 50 years from now. Commercial floriculture throughout the 
world would not be the highly technical industry it is today if it had not been for research and 
education on photoperiodism, nutrition, growth regulators, pest control, structures, 
environmental control, genetics, shipping and similar subjects directly linked to the Morrill Act. 
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