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I. Problem statement
We face an uphill battle to maintain, much less grow, Federal 

support for (increasingly) complex, large-scale ecosystem 
restoration projects around the globe.

II. A persistent & counter-productive framing legacy

III. Let’s consider ditching the old frame
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“Getting the water right” is not just a Florida 
problem

California Central Valley
$8 bil

Great Lakes
$20 bil

Louisiana Coast 2050
$14 bil

Chesapeake Bay
$19 bil

Florida Everglades
$13 bil
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Dr. Vinton Cerf testimony to the U.S. Senate 
Commerce, Science and Transportation Committee

The Federal Research Portfolio: Capitalizing on Investments in R&D
July 17, 2014: http://www.c-span.org/video/?91012-1/federal-research-portfolio-capitalizing-investments-rd

Basic versus  Applied Research

http://www.c-span.org/video/?91012-1/federal-research-portfolio-capitalizing-investments-rd





Vannevar Bush, WWII “Office of 
Scientific Research and Development” 
for FDR/Truman

• led Manhattan Project, inter alia

Seeded NSF & NASA, inter alia
• principle that Federal gvt should 

support science 8
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Bush’s 3-part argument: 
1. basic = research performed w/o thought of 

practical ends; 
2. basic research is the pacemaker of technological 

progress; 
3. if basic & applied are mixed, then applied 

invariably drives out the pure
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“It is obvious that most of the basic secrets of nature have been 
unraveled by men who were moved simply by intellectual 
curiosity, who wanted to discover new knowledge for its own 
sake. The application of the new knowledge usually comes later, 
often a good deal later; it is also usually achieved by other men, 
with different gifts and different interests.” 

– Murray Report of the Committee on Australian Universities (1957), 
quoted in Stokes (1997:11)

“Because the National Science Foundation’s mandate is to support 
basic research, the NSF Cultural Anthropology Program does not 
fund research that takes as its primary goal improved clinical 
practice or applied policy. A proposal that uses anthropological 
methods to understand a social problem but does not propose to 
make a theory-testing and/or theory expanding contribution to 
anthropology will be returned without review.” ( http://www.nsf.gov/funding/pgm_summ.jsp?pims_id=505057 )
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If anesthesia was widely introduced in 1846, 
then why did cardiac surgery not take off for ~100 yrs?!?
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If anesthesia was widely introduced in 1846, 
then why did cardiac surgery not take off for ~100 yrs?!?

37%

25%

21%

Conclusions
The basic-applied binary is:
• not linear & sequenced
• wrong often enough to call into question its validity
• therefore deserves elaboration 
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Frame-breaking

What would happen if we 
bent the line?

14



If anesthesia was widely introduced in 1846, 
then why did cardiac surgery not take off for ~100 yrs?!?

37% 25%

21%
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General form
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General form
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General form

GEER
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TOP 10 MAJOR CITIES: CONNECTIVITY
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TOP 10 MAJOR CITIES: CONNECTIVITY

22



Sustainability Science?
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Sustainability Science?

U.S. NSF-CNH program 24



Sustainability Science?

U.S. NSF-CNH program 25
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7 central research questions:
1. What shapes the long-term trends and transitions that provide the major directions for 

this century?

2. What determines the adaptability, vulnerability, and resilience of human–environment 
systems?

3. How can theory and models be formulated that better account for the variation in 
human–environment interactions?

4. What are the principal tradeoffs between human well-being and the natural 
environment?

5. Can scientifically meaningful “limits” be defined that would provide effective warning 
for human–environment systems?

6. How can society most effectively guide or manage human-environment systems toward 
a sustainability transition?

7. How can the “sustainability” of alternative pathways of environment and development 
be evaluated?
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end
cpolsky@fau.edu
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