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After a long vacancy, President Trump nominated Kelvin Droegemeier of Oklahoma to fill the 

position of Director of the Office of Science and Technology Policy (OSTP), often referred to as 

the White House Science Advisor. 

John Holdren, Obama’s Science Advisor, called him “a very good pick.” Climate scientists 

such as Katherine Hayhoe and Judith Curry have expressed their approval. It’s rare we see 

Myron Ebell, who headed the EPA transition team, and Rush Holt, the head of the American 

Association for the Advancement of Science, in emphatic agreement. 

There are many reasons for this agreement. Droegemeier is a working scientist whose 

enthusiasm will be infectious and convincing, something sorely needed within the demoralized 

ranks of federal and university scientists. 

At the University of Oklahoma School of Meteorology, he taught and advised students, chased 

storms and tornadoes in pursuit of their fine dynamic structure, and rose through the academic 

ranks to serve as vice president of research for the entire university. His colleagues describe him 

as conscientious, fair-minded, apolitical and non-partisan—a science nerd who works very hard. 

The nation’s top-ranking scientific advisor should not only have a strong record of research and 

research policy experience, but also the capability to clearly communicate complicated 

information to the president and lawmakers. The scale of science and technology policy issues 

tasked to the OSTP is vast and involves navigating the perilous Washington bureaucratic 

minefield. Droegemeier’s experience is highly germane, including his recent service on the 

National Science Board that oversees the National Science Foundation. He is also Oklahoma’s 

Secretary of Science and Technology. 

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-018-05862-y
https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2018/07/trump-s-pick-head-white-house-science-office-gets-good-reviews
https://www.pbs.org/video/secret-life-scientists-katharine-hayhoe-climate-change-evangelist/
https://dailycaller.com/2018/07/31/white-house-science-czar-announced/
https://mcmprodaaas.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/Statement%20by%20Rush%20Holt%20on%20Nomination%20of%20Dr.%20Kelvin%20K.%20Droegemeier1.pdf?6KjlKbSXZs1y0CNGUmn..Ayo0TV7slte
https://www.statnews.com/2018/08/10/ostp-droegemeier-health-research/


During the previous administration, OSTP was largely focused on the putative perils of climate 

change. It is no secret that the Trump administration is generally skeptical about climate change 

gloom and doom. Expect that Droegemeier is fully cognizant of the difference between what 

environmental activists, the scientific literature, and politicians say—and hopefully able to 

influence the president to speak more clearly about climate. Droegemeier’s OSTP would likely 

also pay more attention to the universe of other scientific activities including biology, remote 

sensing from space, and computing. 

One criticism libertarians may have with Droegemeier is, like most, he believes that government 

funding of basic science is “critical for growing our economy.” In fact, as noted by the likes of 

the OECD, American University’s Walter Park, and our Cato colleague Terence Kealey, there’s 

no clear relationship between government funding of basic science and economic growth. In fact, 

government funding of basic science crowds out that of the private sector. With rare exceptions, 

almost all U.S. science was non-governmentally funded until World War II—but it was in this 

era that the U.S. economy overtook those of the rest of the world. 

Regardless of his views on U.S. basic science R&D, the federal government’s share of funding is 

now below 50 percent, being increasingly displaced by private industry support, as well as direct 

university support. This transition accelerated under John Holdren's watch, and is likely to 

continue regardless of who assumes the role of science advisor. The rate of technological 

progress continues apace, with or without government funding. 

Senators may use the confirmation battle to go after Trump’s nominee and score political points 

ahead of the midterm elections. That would be a disservice to Dr. Droegemeier and poison the 

recruiting well when other highly-respected scientists are asked to serve in government. In fact, 

John Holdren was unanimously confirmed, in spite of his outspoken and partisan views on 

climate. We encourage an honest evaluation of the nominee’s record and a spirited debate on his 

science policy views, and it will become clear that Trump’s pick for OSTP director should be 

confirmed without delay. 

Patrick Michaels is the director of the Cato Institute’s Center for the Study of Science, where 

Ryan Maue is an adjunct scholar. 

 

https://www.desmoinesregister.com/story/opinion/columnists/iowa-view/2017/06/11/miracle-machine-u-s-innovation-danger/382432001/
http://www.sciencemag.org/news/2017/03/data-check-us-government-share-basic-research-funding-falls-below-50
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2015/11/16/holden-confirmed-director-ostp

