Commercialization of Superconductors
Spurs International Competition

In these days of budget deficits and trade
imbalances, “high-technology competitive-
ness” is an oft-heard phrase. There is
already fear in Washington that the
Japanese will be the first to commercialize
the new ceramic oxide compounds that
remain superconducting at temperatures
up to almost 100 K. On June 10, the House
Committee on Science, Space, and Tech-
nology held hearings to look into the possi-
ble need for a federally coordinated
national superconductor R&D effort, but
did not find much support for one.

The Japanese have had several well-
known programs in diverse high-tech
areas such as very large scale integrated
circuits, optoelectronics, and advanced
computers, mainly under the sponsorship
of the Ministry of International Trade and
Industry (MITI). But Shinroku Saito, presi-
dent of the Technological University of
Nagaoka, in answer to a question, testified
that a MITl-coordinated program in super-
conductivity is not an immediate prospect.
And H. Kent Bowen of the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology, just back from a
trip to Japan, reported that Japanese indus-
try is divided on the need for one.

Nonetheless, considerable anxiety in the
United States traces to the early formation
in Japan of two committees. One commit-
tee under the auspices of the Science and
Technology Agency and headed by Saito is
called the New Superconducting Materials
Forum. The forum, which has more than
100 industrial members, is actually open to
foreign participation. The second commit-
tee, the Forum for Industrial Development
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of Superconductor Technology, is a more
exclusive MITI-sponsored group with only
20 members.

Partly in retaliation, early this spring,
Senator Dave Durenburger (R-Minnesota)
and Representative Don Ritter (R-
Pennsylvania) introduced identical bills
calling for the establishment of a national
commission on superconductors. The com-
mission’s charter would be to recommend
ways to speed up the development of
superconductors for use in commercial and
defense applications. Relaxation of
antitrust rules to allow companies to do
research in a cooperative mode is one of
the ways the commission is to look into
this.

On June 9, Senator Pete Domenici (D-
New Mexico) announced his intention to
introduce legislation promoting an
enhanced role for the U.S. national labora-
tories in several areas of science and tech-
nology, including new superconducting
materials. In the latter area, for example,
Domenici would have the Department of
Energy establish cooperative government-
industry-university research centers at the
national laboratories.

While sentiment for a coordinated
national superconductivity program may
be high in some parts of Congress, the fer-
vor does not seem widespread. Late in
July, for example, the Office of Science and
Technology Policy and several federal
agencies cosponsored a “Federal Confer-
ence on Commercial Applications of
Superconductivity” in Washington, DC.
The conference’s goal was to get industry

researchers together with those from gov-
ernment and academe in a more informal
way to work out their own connections.

Similarly, Praveen Chaudhari, vice pres-
ident of science of the IBM Research Divi-
sion, testified he would welcome increased
federal support for basic research in super-
conductivity but that the company would
prefer to find its own path into the com-
mercial world. And Linden Blue, vice
chairman of GA Technologies, acknowl-
edged that his company would take a dim
view of any venture that comprised propri-
etary interests.

In the meantime, Erich Bloch, director of
the National Science Foundation told the
committee that federal support for basic
research on the new superconductors
totals some $30 million during the current
fiscal year, with some additional money
going toward applications. Other agency
officials outlined plans for increased
spending in fiscal 1988. But, despite some
enthusiasm for enlarging the role of the
national laboratories, the overall sentiment
among those testifying at the hearings
seemed to be that the usual American way
of doing research and converting its fruits
into products is the best.

ARTHUR L. ROBINSON

Editor’s Note: The article on page 50 reports on
the July Federal Conference on Commercial Appli-
cations of Superconductivity mentioned above.
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