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Unpalatable Politics 

THE “CONSOLIDATED AND FURTHER 
Continuing Appropriations Act of 2013” (1) 

guaranteeing funding for the federal govern-

ment has, buried in the legislation, a direct 

attack on science. Senator Tom Coburn (R–

OK) introduced an amendment that elimi-

nates all political science research funded 

by the National Science Foundation (NSF), 

except where it promotes the “national secu-

rity or the economic interests of the United 

States” (2). The amendment passed under a 

voice vote in the Senate, the full bill passed 

both the Senate and the House, and the 

President signed it into law on 26 March.

While a seemingly innocuous bit of legis-

lating, this amendment constitutes a serious 

threat to the conduct of science in the United 

States. The NSF has long been a preeminent 

institution for funding basic research and 

relies on an independent peer-reviewed sys-

tem. Now political judgment is supplanting 

scientifi c judgment. The congressional man-

date is clear: No funding will be available for 

basic research in political science. Legisla-

tion now dictates which topics can be studied 

and eliminates entire fi elds of study. 

Some scientists may view this as a minor 

matter. After all, some believe that the study 

of politics cannot be scientifi c or that this 

is simply one small program among hun-

dreds at NSF. However, political science is 

a defi ned discipline. It studies the exercise of 

power, it tests hypotheses, and it draws infer-

ences from well-measured empirical phe-

nomena. Worse, the larger science commu-

nity should not ignore the shackling of one 

program at NSF. If politics dictates what is 

worth studying, all disciplines are at risk. 

Why stop at political science? Why not neu-

ter any grants that touch on evolutionary the-

ories? After all, many in Congress deny the 

value of Darwin. The challenge to science is 

clear. If politics determines what is palatable, 

No Excuse for Habitat Destruction
IN THE PAST, MOST LOSSES OF SPECIES HAVE BEEN THE RESULT OF 
ignorance or an unfortunate catastrophic event (1, 2). We now see a 

government in a developed nation taking calculated actions to drive 

an endangered species to extinction. 

To counter biodiversity loss, the most widely used strategy is to 

establish reserves. Hence, a system of protected areas was established 

in 2008 for Leadbeater’s possum (Gymnobelideus leadbeateri)—

the faunal emblem of the Australian state of Victoria. This reserve 

system is based on a pop-

ulation viability analy-

sis that uncovered the 

best strategy for cost-

effectively securing the 

species (3). The strategy 

consists of no-logging 

reserves embedded within 

government-owned forests 

that are otherwise primar-

ily for wood production 

(4). Yet in the past 2 years, 

government-sanctioned 

changes in legislation (5) and substantial watering down of protocols 

for habitat protection (6) have resulted in clearfell logging of those 

reserves (in which most of the trees are cut down) and destruction 

of known habitat for Leadbeater’s possum. Clearfell logging renders 

the animal’s forest habitat unsuitable for at least 150 years (4). 

Global analyses have revealed that the formal reserve systems of 

many developing countries are being degraded by logging, land clear-

ing, mining, and other practices (7). A poor understanding of ecologi-

cal and conservation requirements, together with management inac-

tion, leads to species becoming threatened or extinct in such countries. 

These considerations provide no excuse in the case of Leadbeater’s 

possum; the species has been the subject of more than 30 years of 

detailed research (4). Government-sanctioned legal logging of the 

reserve system will signifi cantly increase the chance of extinction 

of Leadbeater’s possum. To the best of our knowledge, and despite 

state and national threatened species legislation, this is the fi rst time 

an Australian government has taken calculated actions to substantially 

reduce the viability of an IUCN-listed endangered species with full 

knowledge of the likely consequences. 
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