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NSF Fiscal Year 2001
Budget Request

The featured speaker at the opening banquet of the
Joint Mathematics Meetings in January 2000, held in
Washington, DC, was Rita Colwell, director of the
National Science Foundation (NSF). The crowd of
around 400 mathematicians warmed to her hints
that very soon President Clinton would make an 
announcement about increased support for scientific
research. Indeed, later that week, as the Joint Meet-
ings were still going on, Clinton made a speech at the
California Institute of Technology in which he out-
lined the research and development portion of his
budget request to Congress. In particular, he said
he would request a 17 percent increase for the NSF,
to bring the agency’s budget to $4.6 billion. For those
at the Joint Meetings who follow such things, the
news came like a soft rain after a long drought.

And more good news was to come. When the 
official NSF budget request was unveiled in early
February, it included an increase of 22.5 percent for
the NSF’s Division of Mathematical Sciences (DMS).
The requested increases stand in stark contrast to
those of last year, when NSF overall was slated for
only a 5 percent rise and the DMS for a bit more than
4 percent. (These increases were stepped up in the
final appropriation but still remained in the single
digits; they show up in the “Change” column be-
tween “1999 Actual” and “2000 Current Plan” in
Table 1.) Last year’s fiscal caution, stemming from
spending caps agreed to back in 1997 and worries
about shoring up Social Security and Medicare, seems
to have disappeared. The buoyant budget for sci-
ence reflects the booming economy—largely fueled
by the high-technology industry that grew out of 
investments in basic research—as well as election-
year politics.

In the last few years the scientific community
has argued strenuously for increases for basic re-
search. Much of this effort has been channeled
through professional societies, including the AMS.
One of the arguments that seems to have had an
impact on the NSF’s requested budget holds that
the portfolio of federal research funding is out of
balance. Recent double-digit increases for the 

National Institutes of Health (NIH), combined with
cuts in defense research and development and
only moderate rises for the NSF, have led to what
some saw as an overemphasis on biomedical 
research at the expense of other sciences. This
view was advanced strongly by Neal Lane, 
Colwell’s predecessor as NSF director and now 
science adviser to President Clinton. The fiscal
year 2001 budget request calls for a 6 percent 
increase for NIH and a 4 percent increase for basic
research in the Department of Defense.

As it did last year, the NSF budget request 
emphasizes the multiagency initiative called 
Information Technology Research (ITR, formerly
known as IT2), for which NSF is the lead agency. 
The Foundation is requesting an additional $180
million in new funding for ITR for fiscal 2001, for a
total of $327 million. The purpose of ITR is to develop
ways of approaching scientific problems that are
too complex to address with existing technology.
The NSF budget document says that ITR will focus
on “advances in software, networking, scalability,
high-end computing, mathematics, research appli-
cations, wireless networking, communications and
remote sensing.” Mathematicians have participated
in grants made through ITR. However, the initiative
is based in the NSF’s Computer and Information 
Science and Engineering directorate and therefore
has not brought new funds into the DMS.

Three other initiatives are highlighted in the NSF
budget request. One, also continued from last year,
is Biocomplexity and the Environment, which 
supports multidisciplinary approaches to under-
standing complex systems arising from dynamic 
interactions within biological systems. Some 
mathematicians participated in grants given under
this initiative in the current fiscal year. Centered 
primarily in the Biological Sciences and the 
Geosciences directorates, the initiative is slated 
for an increase to $136 million, up from $50 million
in fiscal year 2000. A new initiative called Nanoscale
Science and Engineering is NSF’s contribution to a
government-wide push in nanotechnology. The 

This article is the 28th in an annual series of reports outlining
the President’s request to Congress for the budget of the Na-
tional Science Foundation. Last year’s report appeared in the
June/July 1999 issue of the Notices, pages 677–679.
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requested $217 million for the NSF initiative would
be spread across five Foundation directorates. The
NSF’s fourth initiative for fiscal 2001, called 21st
Century Workforce, addresses all levels of educa-
tion in science, mathematics, engineering, and 
technology. The 2001 request for this initiative is
$157 million.

Within the Mathematical and Physical Sciences
(MPS) directorate, the DMS received the largest 
requested increase, in percentage terms, of any 
division in the directorate. According to DMS 
director Philippe Tondeur, the division plans to use
most of its requested $24 million increase in three
ways. First, the DMS would put $8 million toward
increasing the size of its individual investigator
grants and their duration. According to an article in
Science magazine, the median size of NSF grants is
$70,000, while the median in the DMS is just $29,000.
With about 1,500 grantees, the DMS clearly cannot
work any miracles with $8 million, but it is trying. “It’s
a small step,” said Tondeur, “and the needs will 
remain immense.” Tondeur also said that he hoped

to increase flexibility in duration of grants to allow
for three-, four-, and five-year grants. In particular,
he encouraged leaders in the field to request five
years of funding in their proposals to the DMS. 
Current proposals almost uniformly request 
funding for three years.

Second, funding for the new Focused Research
Groups program would rise by $8 million over the
current budget of approximately $2.4 million. The
purpose of the program is to allow groups of re-
searchers to take advantage of current opportunities
or to prepare the ground for anticipated develop-
ments in mathematics. The research must depend
crucially on a group effort and can involve 
researchers from areas outside mathematics. In 
the fall of 1999 the DMS announced that it would
fund about eight such groups. Despite the short 
interval between the announcement and the 
deadline, the division received over 100 proposals.
Funding decisions are expected in July. The strong
response to the Focused Research Groups
program was “a significant trigger event for the

Table 1: National Science Foundation (Millions of Dollars)
1997 1998 1999 2000 2001
Actual Change Actual Change Actual Change Plan Change Request

(1) Mathematical Sciences
Research Support $ 92.9 0.7% $ 93.6 7.6% $ 100.7 5.6% $ 106.3 22.5% $ 130.2

(2) Other Research
Support (Note a) 2447.2 4.5% 2557.2 8.6% 2777.6 6.0% 2945.7 20.5% 3549.0

(3) Education and Human
Resources (Note b) 619.1 2.3% 633.2 4.7% 662.7 9.2% 723.9 5.0% 760.0

(4) Salaries and Expenses
(Note c) 139.6 1.5% 141.7 5.5% 149.5 3.3% 154.4 6.3% 164.2

(5) Totals $3298.8 3.8% $3425.7 7.7% $3690.5 6.5% $3930.2 17.1% $4603.4

(6) (1) as a % of the sum
of (1) and (2) 3.66% 3.53% 3.50% 3.48% 3.54%

(7) (1) as a % of (5) 2.82% 2.73% 2.73% 2.79% 2.83%

Note a: Support for research and related activities in areas other than the mathematical sciences. Includes scientific research facilities and instrumentation, and the Antarctic
program. Note b: The programs in this category provide support in all fields, including the mathematical sciences. Note c: Administrative expenses of operating the
Foundation, including the Office of Inspector General.

Table 2: Directorate for Mathematical and Physical Sciences (Millions of Dollars)
1 9 9 7 1 9 9 8 1 9 9 9 2 0 0 0 2 0 0 1

Actual % of Total Actual % of Total Actual % of Total Plan % of Total Request % of Total

(1) Mathematical Sciences $ 92.9 13.4% $ 93.6 13.6% $100.7 13.7% $106.3 14.0% $130.2 14.8%

(2) Astronomical Sciences 113.5 16.4% 113.6 16.5% 118.5 16.1% 122.9 16.2% 139.7 15.8%

(3) Physics 138.6 20.0% 142.7 20.8% 162.7 22.2% 168.3 22.2% 198.6 22.5%

(4) Chemistry 133.7 19.3% 130.1 18.9% 135.3 18.4% 139.0 18.3% 162.0 18.4%

(5) Materials Research 185.0 26.7% 178.9 26.0% 186.4 25.4% 191.2 25.2% 220.6 25.0%

(6) Office of Multidisciplinary
Activities 29.8 4.3% 28.3 4.1% 29.9 4.1% 29.9 4.0% 30.0 3.4%

(7) Totals $693.5 100% $687.2 100% $733.6 100% $757.6 100% $881.2 100%
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budget increase” for the DMS in the fiscal 
2001 request, Tondeur noted.

Finally, the DMS would continue its emphasis on
the VIGRE program (Vertical Integration of Research
and Education in the Mathematical Sciences). Begun
in fiscal 1998, VIGRE provides grants to university
departments for programs that integrate under-
graduate, graduate, and postdoctoral activities to
improve education and research. For fiscal year 2001
the DMS plans to increase the current VIGRE budget
of $15 million by $4 million. The VIGRE program is
well regarded within the NSF and has helped to 
attract new funds to the DMS. However, some in the
mathematical community find that the expectations
of the VIGRE program impose heavy organizational
burdens on their departments. This is natural, 
Tondeur explained, for a program that attempts to
address complicated problems of attracting and 
retaining people in the field and of providing 
mentoring for students and postdocs. Furthermore,
there is no uniform way to address these problems,
and they often require solutions tailor made to the
local situation.

“The fact that people find this difficult is maybe
an expression that we are not doing so great” at 
addressing the pipeline problems facing the field,
Tondeur remarked. These problems featured promi-
nently in the 1998 Report of the Senior Assessment
Panel of the International Assessment of the U.S.
Mathematical Sciences (sometimes called the “Odom
report” after the chair of the report panel, William
Odom). The strongly worded, sometimes blunt, 
report is still having an impact within the NSF, 
Tondeur noted. In addition, he said, a “benchmark-
ing” report issued by the Committee on Science, 
Engineering, and Public Policy of the National Acad-
emies in March 2000 comes to many of the same
conclusions as the Odom report. Allowing the 
number of mathematical scientists to dwindle “would
be a calamity if it were allowed to happen,” Tondeur

said. One of the steps the DMS is taking to try to
make the field more attractive to young people is to
increase the number of CAREER grants given to
mathematicians. Presented to outstanding young
researchers, CAREER grants run five years and 
total $200,000. Tondeur would like to encourage
more applications to this program from outstand-
ing young mathematicians.

While the DMS was not the biggest winner in the
fiscal 2001 budget request—some divisions in 
directorates outside the MPS are slated for in-
creases between 25 and 30 percent—it is clear 
that mathematics is doing well. The field figures
prominently in the summary NSF budget docu-
ment, appearing on page 3 as an example of an 
important “research investment” made by the 
NSF. Tondeur emphasized that advocacy within
the NSF, presented in terms that other scientists
can understand and appreciate, has helped to 
improve the position of mathematics within the
Foundation. “The DMS emphasizes the role of 
fundamental mathematics as the intellectual 
driving force of advances in science,” he said. 
What about the argument that, compared to 
other disciplines, mathematics has historically
been underfunded? “Invoking the past is not 
a powerful argument,” Tondeur said. “What is 
effective is, What will mathematics do in the 
future?” Stressing the positive aspects of the 
field—its strength, its creativity, its connections 
to other areas of science—is what will make a 
difference in federal support for mathematics. 
Said Tondeur, “The challenge for the mathemati-
cal community is not to remain the ‘invisible 
science’.”

For more information on the NSF fiscal year
2000 budget request, visit the Web site
http://www.nsf.gov/home/budget/start.htm.

—Allyn Jackson

Table 3: 5-Year Compilation of the NSF Budget, 1995–2001 (Millions of Dollars)

1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 1995–1999 1995–2001
Actual Actual Actual Actual Actual Plan Request Change Change

(1) Mathematical Sciences
Research Support $ 85.3 $ 87.7 $ 92.9 $ 93.6 $ 100.7 $ 106.3 $ 130.2 18.0% 52.6%

Constant Dollars 56.0 55.9 57.9 57.4 60.4 7.9 %

(2) Other Research Support 2439.6 2381.0 2447.2 2557.2 2777.6 2945.7 3549.0 13.8% 45.5%

Constant Dollars 1600.8 1517.5 1524.7 1568.8 1667.2 4.1%

(3) Education and Human 
Resources 611.9 601.2 619.1 633.2 662.7 723.9 760.0 8.3% 24.2%

Constant Dollars 401.5 383.2 385.7 388.5 397.8 -0.9%

(4) Salaries and Expenses 133.5 136.5 139.6 141.7 149.5 154.4 164.2 12.0% 23.0%

Constant Dollars 87.6 87.0 87.0 86.9 89.7 2.4%  

(5) Totals $3270.3 $3206.3 $3298.8 $3425.7 $3690.5 $3930.2 $4603.4 12.8% 40.8%

Constant Dollars 2145.9 2043.5 2055.3 2101.7 2215.2 3.2%

Current dollars are converted to constant dollars using the Consumer Price Index (based on prices during 1982–1984).
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