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When I was asked to attend this meeting I was a bit hesitant about accepting the invitation because as someone who has worked in science journalism for the past 30 years, someone who has worked most of that time in the public sector, I was a bit upset about the direction that science funding is headed and I thought I might speak too forcefully about some of those problems.

 
So I’d like to share with you the future as I see it from the perspective of one who is being tightly squeezed by both sides: the consumer side and the supplier side. The gatekeepers who control what the public hears about science and the funders who control what the public hears about science. And I’m going to challenge you to think big about the future. But first a little history.


For the past 18 months I have been involved in creating short, weekly television news spots that are uplinked to over 200 commercial TV stations via ABC News for use in their daily and evening news casts. They are all between 90 seconds and 3 minutes long and are aimed at a general, audience via a venue where most people watch the news: local news casts.


We call our service the Science and Technology News Network.


This project stems from three decades in the news business...involving both commercial and public broadcasting, working at PBS, CBS, and cable and noticing that while there is a great thirst among the general TV public for science and technology news, there is little of it for them to see. There is very little science news on TV....and most of what you get is in the area of health and medicine.


And the reason for that is very simple: TV news is very expensive to produce and local TV stations do not want to spend their limited dollars hiring science reporters and producers. It costs lots of money.


But what if these news directors could get science news very cheaply and from a trusted source? By trusted, I mean not via video news releases, which they receive by the hundreds, but from an independent news source?   Would they show more science and technology news on TV?


I suspected the answer to be yes and set out to test this theory.  My business partner, Eliene Augenbraun and I, approached the Sloan Foundation and they agreed to fund a survey of news directors to see just how much interest they had in airing science news programming on their local news casts. We chose local TV news because that is where most people get their TV news from....it is NOT from the 6:30 or 7:00 pm nightly network newscasts. It is from local newscasts at 5 and 6 am, noon, 6 , 10 and 11 pm news casts.


We surveyed dozens of news directors dozens of new directors to see if they would indeed run science news if it were made available to them.

Let me show you the results of our non-scientific survey of 150 news directors.

OVERLAY 1.


A great majority of them, in all markets, said YES, they would air more science and technology news pieces....and you can see that from this slide.


With these impressive figures, Sloan agreed to fund a pilot project to make and distribute these science news pieces. It was called the Science and Technology News Network (STN2). And for one year it produce weekly science news stories and feed them exclusively to local TV news stations. Once STN2 got underway, we received further funding from NSF, a four year grant, to continue the news service, which to this day has successfully produced weekly science news pieces. 
For distribution, ABC News uplinks the pieces to all of their 225 affiliate stations.

Let me who show you a sample of their usage.

OVERLAY TOP TEN 


These are the top ten stories. They have been carried in over 100 different TV markets including all of the top ten, including New York, Phil., LA, Chicago, etc some being played many times, over and over again during the day. One cable network,  ZDTV played some pieces 5 times.


I can show you two samples of our TV pieces...

ROLL VIDEO TAPE.


That’s the good news.


The bad news is that so far few if any of the stations have paid for any of the pieces. And that’s okay because we are not asking them to at this time. But it’s unclear how much they will pay for them, if at all. Why? Because they have very little discretionary money. They HAVE to make a profit and  at this time, science news does not rank at the top of their lists as business, sports and weather news does. The paradox is that even though they’d like more science programming, and know their viewers like it too, they don’t have the talent or the resources to collect it for pay for it..yet.


But someday, in the not so distant future it may if we can keep our service rolling long enough to become part of the broadcasting landscape, if we can stay around long enough, with foundation and corporate underwriting, to produce 5 science pieces per week...one for each day, we feel that we can make the service self sustaining.


That is a challenge we face and hopefully, with the help of forward looking corporations and foundations, we will be able to meet this challenge.


However, I am worried because I see trends in world of broadcasting and the world of underwriting that are very disturbing.


As you can tell from the recent merger mania, news organizations are being swallowed up by entertaining moguls. The newscasts themselves have very little news in them but lots of featury human interest - reality programming - that has very little news value.


Cable television is becoming more fragmented and more graphic. The most popular programs on cable now are professional wrestling. Professional wrestling.


As for science news on cable TV, it is quite rare. Yes, there are cable channels that profess to carry science, but very little science news really shows up. Most of what shows up are animal stories, gadgets, emergency room operations and Internet how-to’s.


On the radio side, Talk Radio reigns on commercial radio, with very little else. And there is very little science talk on commercial talk radio. 


Public radio still serves as a beacon for quality science news and talk. Anne Gudenkauf, head of NPR’s science unit, continues to press for more science and technology programming.


One of the problems: a new NSF policy that prevents full funding of science media programming.  I’m not sure when this edict came down, or from what direction, but NSF will now only cover 1/3 of the costs of new science radio and TV programming.
 That means 2/3 of the cost must be picked up elsewhere. In my view, that stifles new efforts to bring science to the public and severely limits new programs from coming to fruition. If you can raise 2/3 of the money, chances are you can raise all of it.  NSF goes from a foundation with a long history of taking a leadership role to a place that jumps on the bandwagon of others. This is a decision I can hardly understand and as I say it is not only  hamstringing new radio programming but new TV programming as well.


But what if NSF  wanted to take a more visible, leadership role? What if NSF or any forward looking body wanted to make an immediate impact on the next generation of kids looking for a leadership. What could it do?


Let me dare to think big...and offer a few suggestions:


First, I believe we need a place where science and the media can call home... a real science news cable TV channel. If you can tune in wrestling 24 hours a day, why not science news? How better to say to our kids that science counts; that it counts at least as much as wrestling does...


What would we see? Live events, from all parts of the world. Kids interacting with each other and with scientists like Bob Ballard, for example, as he explores underwater smokers. Leon Lederman would take us on a tour of FermiLab...and David Baltimore would give us a hands-on lesson in genetic engineering. We would go inside laboratories and museums...explore the world of inventions....and watch press conferences announcing new discoveries.


We could create a consortium of universities, museums and institutions to help deliver content. We could create exciting new programming....and relive historic events. We could tie it in to NASA TV and watch history in the making, live programming...like astronauts repairing the space shuttle or living in the new space station....


Space has always been the final frontier; the space race was one of the great political motivators of this century. If you poll a room full of scientists and ask them, as I have, what got them interested in science, one in three of them will tell you it was watching those mercury, gemini and apollo space missions. These were great role models for kids.


Which leads me to think big proposal number two: why not create a new dream for the 21st century by going back to the moon. Not for political purposes but for scientific and educational purposes? Let’s do it for the RIGHT reason this time.


Why not create an international team of governments and companies who might benefit from the creation of a moon base, designed for scientific research much the same way that bases scattered around Antarctica are?


This moon base would contain a state of the art radiotelescope...free from the static of orbiting satellites and cell phone traffic that threatens to deafen the ears of earth based radio astronomers.


Sure, the cost is high...but not so high that a group of countries and corporations could not share the bill. Perhaps one of these new, giant multimedia companies might secure the broadcasting and Internet rights to beam back live pictures of the astronauts living and working on the moon. AOL/Time Warner are you listening? 


The wheels might be greased by governments sharing some of the costs...and planting their flags and feet on lunar soil


These are bold proposals..but we live in very bold times.


So in conclusion, let me point out that uur economy is stronger than it has ever been; Congress is facing a huge surplus.


This is not the time for the NSF to be cutting back on funding for the public understanding...but a time to increase it.   


With “dot.com” companies making instant millionaires, we are seeing a whole genereation of children whose definition of a dream is making a killing on Wall Street.  I think we owe it to them to reach a little higher. Thank you.
�	 I have since been informed that this NSF policy was instituted in the early 1990’s. ESIE guidelines from 1993 (NSF: 93-13):  "In most media projects, NSF typically supports 20 percent of the production budget.  However, for major large-scale media projects, NSF may


contribute up to 33 percent of the total production costs."  The current guidelines NSF 99-92 are still the operable document and state simply:  "In most media projects, NSF may contribute up to one third of the total production costs."   The date of the policy does not detract from the shortsightedness of it, in my opinion.


�	 During the Q & A following my presentation, I was asked what NSF could do to make itself more visible to the public. My response then and my feeling now is the same: take out an educational ad on the Superbowl and educate folks about all the wonders of the modern world, such as the Internet, that are due to NSF funding.





