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Seeking New Partners to 
Sustain and Enrich Our Future

F R O M  T H E  P R E S I D E N T

Private philanthropy has played an important 
role in the development of oceanography in the 
United States. From the engagement of the Scripps 
family in the establishment of the Marine Biological 
Association of San Diego in 1905 to a grant from 
the Rockefeller Foundation that led to the creation 
of the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution in 
1930, private gifts and donations helped nurture the 
growth of a new scientific endeavor. As with today’s 
philanthropy, many donors were actively engaged in 
the decisions and programs of the new institutions 
while other donors were content to give unrestricted 
gifts for the institution’s leaders to use as they saw fit. 
For example, Florence Corliss Lamont, the widow of 
Wall Street banker Thomas Lamont, gave property as 
an unrestricted gift to Columbia University, whose 
officials decided to use the property to create a geolog-
ical research institute. On the other hand, members 
of the Scripps family were active in the formation and 
promotion of the marine laboratory that eventually 
became the Scripps Institution of Oceanography.

Over the last 60 years, oceanography has grown 
substantially, primarily because of the expansion of 
federal support for the nation’s research and develop-
ment (R&D) enterprise. Although R&D in the private 
sector is substantially larger than the federal R&D 
budget, most university-based R&D is funded by 
the federal government. However, the slowing down 
(and at some agencies, reduction) of the federal R&D 
budget is leading to a growing unease in our US insti-
tutions. The “decadal survey” of ocean sciences now 
underway at the National Research Council is one 
example of how the community is responding to a 
constrained budget.

Another response is in a sense a return to our 
roots—the cultivation of private philanthropy. 
A recent article entitled “Billionaires with Big Ideas 
are Privatizing American Science” by William Broad 
of the New York Times (March 15, 2014) reported on 
this new generation of large philanthropic ventures. 
Interestingly, many of these new ventures are in the 
ocean sciences. The article notes that much of this 
new funding is being used to fill in the gaps in the 
traditional funding sources, for example, in areas 
that are high risk or require large amounts of funding 
over long time periods. The amount of funding is 
significant, and although it does not replace federal 
funding, it is viewed as an important source by many 
institutions and scientists.

Baker, Schmitt, and Wunsch (2007) wrote in 
Oceanography about the need for a new endowment 
to support long-term ocean observations, an endeavor 
at the intersection of science and technology that 
has long struggled to obtain sustained funding. They 
suggested that a $1 billion endowment would be 
sufficient to sustain an institute that would conduct 
both science and long-term measurements. Although 
such an endowment is well within the scope of private 
philanthropy, Broad’s article notes that today’s philan-
thropists tend to have very specific objectives in mind, 
such as curing a specific disease or solving a difficult 
environmental problem. They tend not to fund 
basic R&D or open-ended studies such as climate 
observations. Moreover, there is a tendency to fund 
existing (and prestigious) institutions such that “rich” 
institutions become richer. Private philanthropy is not 
a panacea for the stagnation of federal R&D funding; 
it brings its own set of opportunities and constraints.
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Seeking out new partners, be they private donors 
and foundations or new government agencies that 
have not traditionally funded oceanography, is a 
worthy task. However, we also need to consider 
the demand side as well as the supply side. Alberts 
et al. (2014) surveyed biomedical research in the 
United States, noting that over 40,000 postdoctoral 
researchers are presently employed with little 
chance of ever obtaining a faculty position. They 
recommend several structural changes, including 
managing the size of the graduate student popula-
tion and expanding those students’ career pathways 
by providing broader training, increasing post- 
doctoral salaries and limiting their time of support, 
and reducing reliance on soft-money faculty posi-
tions. Although the scope of the problem is substan-
tially larger in biomedical research, oceanography 
is facing many of the same issues. As I wrote in the 
March 2014 issue, let’s continue the discussion, 
especially in the training of our graduate students. 
Please send your thoughts to magazine@tos.org.
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Please Contribute to
the New Student and 
Early Career Funds

Building upon the successful activities held during 
the 2014 Ocean Sciences Meeting, TOS has created 
a simple tool to accept donations to the newly estab-
lished Student and Early Career Funds. The Student 
Fund supports student mentoring programs and 
other TOS-related activities, and the Early Career 
Fund supports early career scientist participation 
at professional meetings or travel to meet with a 
mentor. Please look for the “Donate” button at the 
top of the TOS website (www.tos.org) to lead you 
to the donation page.
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