Tight Federal Budget for 2005 Limits Increases for Student Aid and Academic Research

By KELLY FIELD 

Washington
Nearly two months late, Congress approved on Saturday a $388-billion spending bill for the 2005 fiscal year that would raise the budget for the National Institutes of Health by $800-million, to $28.6-billion, while freezing the maximum Pell Grant at $4,050 for the third consecutive year. 

The bill, known as an "omnibus" because it encompasses 13 federal departments and dozens of agencies, bore the signs of sharp fiscal limits imposed by a ballooning budget deficit, war overseas, and terrorism defense at home, even as it was laden with lawmakers' pet projects, including plenty of academic pork. In order to make the bill conform with an established budget ceiling, all appropriations will be subjected to a 0.8-percent cut. 

The legislation cleared the House of Representatives by a vote of 344 to 51. The Senate passed the bill, 65 to 30, several hours later, after Republican leaders agreed to drop a controversial provision that would have given Congressional staff members broader access to individual tax returns. 

The amended bill now returns to the House, where it will be voted on a second time -- most likely this Wednesday -- before it heads to President Bush, who has said he would sign it. 

To the dismay of higher-education advocates, the bill does not contain language that would block revisions to the formula used to determine eligibility for federal student aid. In the absence of such a provision, the Bush administration is expected to change the formula in a way that could make thousands of students ineligible for Pell Grants (see a related article). 

College lobbyists and leaders were also disappointed by the appropriation for the National Science Foundation, which would shrink by $111-million, to $5.5-billion, under the bill, despite Congressional promises to double the agency's budget by 2007. That cut makes it highly unlikely that the NSF's budget will reach $9.8-billion by 2007, the level Congress authorized in 2002. 

Meanwhile, the bill would trim spending at the Corporation for National and Community Service, which oversees the AmeriCorps national-service program, by $9-million, to $578-million, which is $70-million shy of what the president had requested for the agency. That money would support 70,000 volunteers. 

The cultural endowments fared somewhat better, with the National Endowment for the Arts growing by $2-million, to $123-million, and the National Endowment for the Humanities growing by $4.7-million, to $140-million. 

John Hammer, director of the National Humanities Alliance, a lobbying group, said that given the restraints on the overall federal budget, he was "just relieved we came out higher than we went in." 

"Others weren't so lucky," he said. 

Student Aid 

For the Pell Grant program, the bill would provide $12.5-billion, $458-million more than in the 2004 fiscal year but $365-million shy of the level approved by committees in both the House and the Senate. Spending on Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grants, which are intended to supplement Pell Grants for needy students, would grow to $785-million, a $14.5-million increase over the 2004 fiscal year but $9.5-million less than House appropriators offered and $14.9-million less than their Senate counterparts provided. 

Congress approved none of the $33-million that President Bush had requested for a pilot program to reward low-income students who take specific college-preparatory courses in high school. Under the administration's proposal, such students would have received an additional $1,000 in Pell Grants for their first year of college. 

Spending on the Federal Work-Study Program would dip slightly, to $998.2-million from $998.5-million. Both the House and the Senate had proposed flat funds for the program. 

For the Perkins Loan Program, the bill would provide $66.7-million, all of which would go toward reimbursing colleges for loan cancellations, as proposed by the president and the House. The Senate Appropriations Committee would have provided $165-million, including $98.8-million to help colleges make new loans, the same as last year. 

Meanwhile, colleges with largely minority enrollments would get $512-million, a $26.8-million increase, while programs to foster international education and the study of foreign languages would get $93.2-million, a $4-million increase. 

The Fund for the Improvement of Postsecondary Education, which provides grants to colleges to support educational reform and international exchanges, would get a $6.2-million increase, to $164-million. The TRIO Programs for disadvantaged students and Gear Up, a program that helps economically disadvantaged middle-school students prepare for college, would each get a $10.7-million increase, to $843-million and $309-million, respectively. President Bush had not asked for an increase for either program. 

Research 

The spending increase for the National Institutes of Health is $200-million less than last year's and will shrink even further when the 0.8-percent across-the-board cut is taken into account. 

That cut, combined with other budgetary adjustments, would bring the increase down to $600-million, said Patrick White, director of federal relations for the Association of American Universities, which represents about 60 leading research universities. "Clearly we're in a situation as a nation where fiscal resources are severely constrained," said Mr. White. 

Within the NIH, the biggest increase would go to the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, which supports biodefense research and laboratory construction, among other things. That institute would receive a $137-million increase, to $4.4-billion. 

In a report accompanying the bill, Congress asked the NIH to provide annual estimates of the cost of establishing a system that would provide public access to the results of research that had been financed by the agency. Under that policy, which is currently in draft form, researchers would voluntarily submit electronic copies of their studies for publication on the NIH's publicly available database. 

Meanwhile, the budget package would provide $4.3-billion for research and related activities at the National Science Foundation, a cut of nearly $100-million from the 2004 fiscal year. It would direct $350-million of that total to polar research and $95-million to plant-genome research. 

The bill would provide $80-million for the NSF's Math and Science Partnership program, which President Bush had proposed eliminating, and $94-million for Epscor, a federal program designed to help public colleges and universities in small states better compete for research money. 

Undergraduate education programs would receive $155-million in the NSF budget, while graduate education programs would get $156-million. Historically black colleges and universities would get $25-million. 

In the accompanying report, Congress ordered the foundation to give researchers for the Smithsonian Institution who are not federal employees equal access to NSF funds, a change opposed by colleges because it would shift some money away from academe. 

For the National Aeronautics and Space Administration, the bill would provide $15.9-billion, $229-million less than last year, and cut spending on aeronautics research and development by $262-million. The bill would also provide $291-million for a mission to service the Hubble Space Telescope, a project that is considered essential to saving the ailing observatory. Appropriators asked NASA to submit a report within 90 days on the status of the project. 

Among agriculture programs, the Agricultural Research Service would get $1.1-billion, an increase of $21-million over the 2004 fiscal year, while cooperative research and education would receive $661-million, including $180-million for formula and competitive grants under the Hatch Act, and $37-million for research payments to land-grant colleges, a $1.2-million increase. 

Land-grant colleges would also receive $12.4-million for a program of capacity-building grants. In addition, $5.6-million would go to Hispanic-serving institutions, $3.5-million to colleges serving natives of Alaska and Hawaii, and $3-million to graduate fellowships. 

The National Research Initiative, the federal government's primary competitive grant program for agricultural research, would receive $181-million, $17-million more than in the 2004 fiscal year. 

For cooperative-extension activities in agriculture, the bill would provide $449-million, including $4.6-million for the land-grant colleges to upgrade research, extension, and teaching facilities. 

Finally, the bill includes $3.6-billion for the Energy Department's Office of Science, $197-million above the president's request.
