
Status report from SIGACT committee on funding; February 2006 
 
(Important: You may wish to subscribe to the mailing list for funding matters; details 
appear below.) 
 
In summer 2005 SIGACT chair Hal Gabow instituted a committee chaired by Richard 
Karp of Berkeley to act as a voice for the theoretical CS community in funding affairs in 
the US (the current members of this committee are listed below). It was realized that our 
community had not been as effective as it could have been in communicating its vision 
and research goals to funding agencies, especially NSF. For instance, the NSF budget 
dedicated to TCS had shrunk to around 5 million by 2004. 
 
This committee has been discussing with NSF administrators how to start new funding 
initiatives in TCS. Some concrete action items have emerged, as well as a broad plan for 
continued action which we would like to share with you. 
 
Importance of new research initiatives. 
 
In the current budgetary environment, it is very important to convince decision-makers of 
the value of investing in a particular research effort, and this is typically done via a 
“process”, whereby leading researchers organize workshops, which result in reports that 
outline the important research directions, and paint a picture of how society or science 
will benefit from pursuing them. For instance the recent GENI initiative (see www.geni. 
net)  or the FIND (Future Internet Design) initiative in the Networking Division were 
launched as a result of six workshops and numerous subsequent hearings in Washington 
D.C. 
 
It is important that such recommended directions be fresh and exciting. Luckily, TCS has 
been a fecund source of exciting ideas and research directions for computer science, so 
we are well-equipped to enter into such a process. The committee is currently pursuing 
two initiatives. 
 
The first is in “Theory of Networked Computation,” which refers to a much broader 
vision than “Theory of Networking,” and includes for example security and privacy; 
incentives, pricing and sharing; massive data sets; reliable storage and communication; 
and complexity theory of networked computation and is open to ideas from statistical 
physics, economics, biology etc.  
 
The second initiative is on “TCS as a lens on other sciences.” Within the last decade, 
quantum computing and genomic sequencing were two areas where TCS insights 
triggered a groundswell of work that revitalized all disciplines that were involved ---CS, 
physics, and biology. These developments also helped advance the national interest. For 
instance, the contributions of algorithms researchers shaved a few years from the human 
genome project and saved the funding agencies huge sums of money. Earlier success 
stories occurred, and continue to occur in Mathematics, where computational and 
algorithmic thinking have reshaped and driven research in many areas. We think these 
successes represent a mere beginning. As many as a dozen similar success stories could 



emerge within the next decade or two, in fields such as nanotechnology, economics, and 
neuroscience and plan to argue that TCS could be an important source of insights into 
many fields. 
 
There are plans for several workshops in connection with these initiatives, and we 
welcome input from a broad section of the community. The committee can play the role 
of spotting important budding research directions and bringing them to the attention of 
decision-makers. 
 
We note that we stressed to the NSF that any funding to these new initiatives should not 
be at the expense of funding to the core of TCS research, whose continued vitality will 
ensure that the field will continue to spawn new research directions in future.  
  
Improving our standing within NSF 
 
It is our strong belief that the TCS program within CISE should grow significantly in size 
and prominence. It currently stands with no more than 2% of the CISE budget, as a small 
leaf in the large NSF tree. 
 
To support our view that this should be revised, the committee assembled many statistics 
to support its view of the current size, needs, standing of TCS within the larger CS 
academia and industry. Some basic ones are related to hiring of TCS researchers at the 
top CS departments, both over time and recently. Some statistics were gathered from 
TCS researchers on their funding sources within CISE. These reveal e.g., that funding 
levels for TCS are extremely low now that ITR has ended. They point to the significantly 
low size of TCS grants (creating a need for multiple proposal submissions). All findings 
support our view that TCS funding should grow, and that TCS should be viewed as a 
central discipline withing CISE.  
 
A  preliminary version of this report was shared with NSF officials, and is currently 
under review.  
 
Popularization of TCS research and impact 
 
Again, on NSF cue, we have embarked on a series of projects to avail TCS ideas, goals 
and impact to NSF officials, congress, the general CS community and audience in other 
disciplines. This includes a brochure to describe the field as a whole, as well as a series 
of survey articles on various research areas of the field. Most of these are carried out by 
volunteers outside the committee. 
 
We realize that our community, while generally quite excited about its own 
achievements, has not done enough to popularize them outside. This inaction has affected 
us negatively in the past, and we hope that acting now will add to the success of other 
funding efforts. 
 
 
Actions by the community – what you can do 



 
There are many ways in which all members of the community can help in this ongoing  
effort to enhance funding of TCS. 
 
One important way is volunteering to take positions at the NSF at all levels, now and in 
the future. For some other disciplines, serving at the NSF is a part of a normal career path 
encouraged and highly respected by the community, much like serving as departmental 
chairs and deans.  
 
Next come the various ways of supporting our representatives at NSF, most notably our 
program officer.  
 
Our representatives in NSF are greatly helped if we send them good proposals. When 
writing a proposal, make sure to give some thought to painting a picture of the broader 
importance of our work to society and science. 
 
Once the proposal is funded, please try to send  good "nuggets" (1-2 para description of 
some cool result, written in a way that is comprehensible to the general computer 
scientist, or general scientist/engineer). More than one NSF officer emphasized to us that 
these are our "deliverables", and they will enhance the prestige and power of our funding 
officers within NSF. Nuggets have a way of working their way up in the hierarchy ---all 
the way to Congress--- and it is not always possible to predict how well a nugget will be 
received.  (Note how quantum decoherence got a mention in the President’s speech 
recently.) Not all of us get lucky, but it is important to send the best nugget one can.  
 
Always try to accept invitations to serve on NSF committees (e.g. of Committee of 
Visitors) and most importantly, funding panels.  We have suggested to many non TCS 
funding officers that they should have more TCS representatives on their panels, and they 
are willing to try that. If you hear from them, please accept! It will be an important 
learning process for both sides. 
 
Writing, lecturing and popularizing TCS ideas (your work or  your colleagues’ work) in 
your departments, schools, and communities, is something each of us can do, and whose 
cumulative effect is extremely important in the long run. There is a reason that e.g. a 
discovery (or even a speculation) that a planetary system was discovered around a distant 
sun, creates far more excitement in the public press than a breakthrough in algorithms. 
We have to do the better in communicating the importance and excitement of our work to 
the general public. 
 
Finally, we must mention our committee itself. It is a serious undertaking, and we expect 
its membership to evolve over time (starting this summer). We ask people to be willing to 
serve in the future, and to be willing to help with our current activities. 
 
 
 
NSF News  
 



There will be a call for proposals in TCS this spring. Bill Steiger of Rutgers has become 
the program officer for TCS and Kathleen O’Hara is also temporarily helping out as a 
second program officer. Thanks to Bill and Kathy for doing this important job! 
 
The exact budget for TCS seems still unclear. One important development is that 30% of 
the grants will be given out of a centralized pool, for which decisions  will be made 
jointly by all program officers in the Theoretical Foundations (TF) cluster. You may wish 
to keep that in mind – one would expect that proposals with a well-written “broader 
justification” would tend to do better in this pool. 
 
Sirin Tekinay is a new program officer in the TF cluster who is in charge of “Scientific 
Foundations of Next Generation Internet”.  She will probably be able to fund several 
proposals from TCS researchers whose research falls within the broad area of networked 
computation . So some of your proposals may be routed to Sirin instead of Bill. Note that 
“networked computation” is broadly defined. The committee has a document that 
outlined many research direction in this area, and SING may fund many of them. 
 
There is a good chance grant sizes will rise noticeably. If you have stopped applying to 
the theory of computing program because it is either too competitive or gives 
unreasonably small grants, you may consider applying this year. A large number of 
quality proposals in our area may help generate momentum for our initiatives. 
 
Finally, the GENI initiative is really big at CISE these days, and drives many internal 
discussions. Something else to keep in mind while writing proposals. 
 
We have held discussions with funding officers in other areas of Computer Science such 
as networking. They have expressed great interest in proposals with a theoretical bent, 
and even expressed the hope that TCS researchers can help all of computer science by 
generating exciting new research ideas. Realistically, such proposals will have a higher 
chance of success if they involve TCS researchers teaming up with non-TCS researchers. 
We are working with these program officers to get more TCS researchers on non-TCS 
funding panels. The programs NeTS and Cybertrust have their deadlines in early March. 
 
 
Important Announcement 
 
The SIGACT committee will communicate with the community of TCS researchers using 
the following means. (i) The website www.theorymatters.org , which is a wiki site with a 
lot of other information on it. (ii) The mailing list tcs-funding@lists.cs.princeton.edu ; 
click on the “mailing list” link on the above website for instructions how to join.  
 
(This list is different from the “theory-advocacy” mailing list which was so far associated 
with www.theorymatters.org. This new list is moderated and nobody can post on it 
without permission. In other words, no spam.) 
 
This report was written by Sanjeev Arora and Avi Wigderson. 
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Members of the SIGACT committee: 
 
Sanjeev Arora, Joan Feigenbaum,  Dick Karp (Chair), Dick Lipton, Michael 
Mitzenmacher, Christos Papadimitriou, Bob Sloan, Madhu Sudan, Eva Tardos, Avi 
Wigderson, Hal Gabow (ex officio) and Richard Ladner (ex officio). 


