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lead to excessive red tape and 
paperwork. Last year, he told the 
League of Conservation Voters 
(LCV) that he was worried about 
government controlled chemical 
substitution programmes, as 
well as requirements for the 
thousands of US facilities that use 
or store chemicals to prove to the 
government that safer materials 
don’t exist. Such policy approaches 
‘could become exercises in excessive 
bureaucracy and paperwork, rather 
than truly effective and appropriate 
homeland security requirements,’ 
McCain warned.

There are some notable areas 
of overlap between the science 
policies of McCain and Obama. 
For example, both candidates 
support expanding H1-B student 
visas to attract the world’s best 
minds to the US. The presidential 
contenders also both renounce the 
politicisation of science that has 
purportedly taken place during the 
Bush administration, and they want 
to bolster the scientific advisory 
process used by government 
agencies. 

In addition, the two men have 
said the R&D tax credit should be 
made permanent – which would 
give private industry an incentive to 
expand research investments – and 
they agree on the need to increase 
protection of intellectual property 
by updating and reforming the US 
copyright and patent systems.

McCain and Obama both want to 
broaden the restrictive embryonic 
stem cell research funding rules  
that the current president,  
George W Bush, put in place seven 
years ago. Here McCain is actually 
at odds with the official Republican 

position. In its draft platform, 
released in September, the party 
states its support for the expansion 
of stem cell research ‘without the 
destruction of embryonic human 
life’ – with, for example, adult stem 
cells and umbilical cord blood. 

Agreeing to differ
But even within overlapping 
policies, there are significant 
differences between the two 
camps. McCain hopes not to rely 
on embryonic stem cells in the 
future, and, in a recent response to a 
survey from science advocacy group 
ScienceDebate2008, he reinforced 
his own support for ‘amniotic fluid 
and adult stem cell research’.

Obama has vowed to reverse 
Bush’s 2001 policy that limits 
federal funding for research using 
stem cells to those studies using 
cells derived from embryos created 
before 9 August 2001.

Furthermore, although both 
candidates concur that the US 
government’s funding of basic 
research is currently insufficient, 
Obama has been more explicit 
about his plans to address the issue, 
repeatedly pledging to double 
the amount of federal funding for 
research. 

Now the chair of Obama’s 
science advisory committee, Nobel 
laureate Harold Varmus says that 
Obama would specifically aim to 
double funding for the US National 
Institutes of Health (NIH), National 
Science Foundation (NSF), and 
the Department of Energy’s (DOE) 
office of science over 10 years. 
The US government largely funds 
chemistry through these three 
agencies.

 ‘All those agencies in our plan for 
his presidency would be undergoing 
predictably steady increases in 
funding … so chemistry would 
be very strongly supported,’ says 
Varmus.

But in August, one of McCain’s 
senior policy advisers, Douglas 
Holtz-Eakin, was critical of the 
Democratic candidate’s promise. 
‘Doubling is a nice fun number 
for political purposes. It’s clean, 
it’s smooth. But it doesn’t reflect a 
balancing of political priorities,’ he 
told National Public Radio. ‘There 
will be competing demands for 
funds.’

Holtz-Eakin went on to say that 
‘good scientists’ should ‘make the 
case for their research money, and 
the senator will be happy to listen to 
that case and fund appropriately’.

These statements from the 
McCain camp have caused some in 
the research community to conclude 
that his promise to freeze most 
domestic spending extends to flat 
federal funding for science. 

‘McCain is already struggling to 
distance himself from the policies 
of the Bush administration, but a 
wimpy stance on science funding 
will do little to convince Americans 
that he will be able to push the US 
through difficult economic times by 
investing in science and technology,’ 
says Michael Stebbins, a geneticist 
who serves on the board of advisors 
for the lobby group Scientists and 
Engineers for America.

Good advice
While Obama’s science advisory 
committee is made up of over 30 
scientists and policy experts, and 
is growing, McCain’s system for 

‘Doubling 
science 
funding is a 
nice concept, 
but there will 
be competing 
demands for 
the money’

Who has the vision to 
shape the future of US 
science?
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