THE SMITHSONIAN INSTITUTION IN THE 21ST CENTURY

For 158 years, the Smithsonian has remained true to its mission, "the increase and diffusion of knowledge." Today, the Smithsonian is not only the world's largest provider of museum experiences supported by authoritative scholarship in science, history, and the arts, but also an international leader in scientific research and exploration. The Smithsonian offers the world a picture of America, and America a picture of the world.

Over the decades, commitment to our mission has raised new challenges. We are determined to meet today’s challenges and transform the Smithsonian into a modern 21st-century institution serving all Americans across the country, wherever they may live.  


This past year, we offered our visitors many new exciting experiences. The Kenneth E. Behring Family Hall of Mammals opened to the public on November 15th at the National Museum of Natural History. This permanent, interactive hall features 274 mammal specimens in a variety of environments—from polar to desert regions and from dry to humid environments—and tells the story of mammal evolution. America on the Move, the National Museum of American History's first major exhibition on transportation since 1964, opened on November 22nd. It covers all the modes of transport—road, rail, air, water—from 1880 to the present, and makes for an exciting interactive experience. In December, the Udvar-Hazy Center of the National Air and Space Museum opened in Virginia, enabling the Museum to exhibit over 2,600 artifacts, including its largest aircraft and spacecraft. For its first month, the Center attracted nearly 300,000 visitors.

We also launched two new centers for scientific research. The Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute in Panama opened a brand new research station at Bocas del Toro. The president of Panama was there for the ceremony. The Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute’s work in Panama to understand the behavior, physiology, ecology, and evolution of life in the tropics benefits people around the world. In Hilo Hawaii at the top of Mount Mauna Kea, the Smithsonian Astrophysical Observatory dedicated its Submillimeter Array telescope, which has eight separate antennas each 6-meters in diameter. This new device has the resolution power of the Hubble Space Telescope, and explores the universe by detecting light not visible to the human eye. It will advance our understanding of how the universe formed and evolved. 

Yet, in spite of these advances, the Smithsonian is also an institution with a severely deteriorated infrastructure, outdated technology, and many aged, outmoded exhibitions. International and domestic events of the last few years have led to a drop in visitors with a resulting loss in revenues needed to supplement federal funding. Recently, visitation has increased but only slightly, and remains 25 percent below pre-9/11 levels. Today’s challenge is to build on the Smithsonian’s reputation, rebuild the physical plant, bring visitors back, and thereby expand the reach of a great and trusted institution.

The Smithsonian is a unique entity—an independent trust instrumentality—that is dependent for over 80 percent of its funding on the federal government (approximately 67 percent from direct appropriations and over 13 percent from grants from federal agencies. Ever mindful and grateful for this support from the American public, the Smithsonian will work with both OMB and Congress to provide each with the information necessary to justify their continued support. The Institution is also working to improve its performance in line with the President’s Management Agenda, with a number of initiatives underway to advance financial management, utilize e-government wherever possible, improve human capital planning and management, and more closely integrate budgeting with long-term performance goals. 


To improve overall management, the Smithsonian recently reorganized. Two new top management positions were created. Sheila Burke was named the Smithsonian's new Deputy Secretary and Chief Operating Officer, and Ned Rifkin was named Under Secretary for Art. In addition, responsibility for the National Air and Space Museum was transferred to Under Secretary for Science Dave Evans. Given its focus on earth and planetary science and the history of aviation and aerospace technology, NASM has many interests that can benefit from closer ties with the Smithsonian Astrophysical Observatory and the National Museum of Natural History. All these changes will improve coordination, cooperation, and communication throughout the Institution. 
The Institution remains determined to revitalize science at the Smithsonian and is acting on the recommendations contained in “The Report of the Smithsonian Institution Science Commission,” submitted to the Board of Regents in January 2003.

Of the 76 recommendations in the Science Commission report, more than three-quarters are completed or underway and the remaining are being addressed. The Institution has made significant progress in building leadership capabilities with the selection of the new Director for the National Museum of Natural History, and searches underway for new directors of the Smithsonian Astrophysical Observatory and the Smithsonian Center for Materials Research and Education; improving communication about science at the Smithsonian; and developing a strategic plan focused on the four themes identified by the Science Commission: the origin and nature of the universe, the formation and evolution of Earth and similar planets, discovering and understanding life's diversity, and the study of human diversity. The Institution has included increases in its FY 2005 request to respond to high-priority recommendations, including funds for more fellowships and scholarly studies awards and the care of the National Museum of Natural History’s collections.

During the past year, the National Zoo’s accreditation was granted for only one year instead of the usual five years in order to further review the Zoo’s animal and facility care. This budget contains funds to improve pest management and veterinary care, to provide more animal friendly exhibits, and to begin development of a modern zoological information management system. 

The Smithsonian agenda is ambitious and focused. Given budget realities, Smithsonian priorities fall into several categories. The first is funding to keep the Institution’s museums in operation, collections safe, and research programs intact—in other words, what can be referred to as non-discretionary costs. These include requirements for staff salaries and benefits, legislated pay raises, utilities, postage, communications, and rent.

The Smithsonian’s second priority is funding for security-related items. This includes all programs and activities to provide security to the Institution’s staff, visitors, collections, and facilities, and to protect against terrorist actions. For example, this includes funds for additional staff required for visitor screening at museums on the Mall, and for integrating the National Postal Museum guard force into the overall Smithsonian security force. Also in response to security requirements, Facilities Capital funds are included in this budget request to continue construction of the new Pod 5 at the Museum Support Center for the storage of the National Museum of Natural History’s collections stored in alcohol.
The Smithsonian’s third priority is to secure funding increases for National Academy of Public Administration (NAPA) recommended activities, such as addressing the Institution’s critical facilities revitalization and information technology needs. This budget request includes funding to continue to repair and renovate some of our oldest and most heavily visited museum facilities. NAPA recommended that facilities revitalization be funded at $150 million per year for ten years. This recommendation was reinforced this past year when an outside engineering firm recommended that the Arts and Industries Building be closed because of deterioration of its roof, and the National Zoo’s accrediting agency delayed approving its five-year accreditation because of concern about the Zoo’s facilities and the care of its animals. This budget request contains funds to cover most of the costs to close the Arts and Industries Building and relocate the staff, collections, and data center currently housed there. As for Zoo facilities, Congress added funds in FY 2004 to complete Asia Trail and $14.5 million is requested to begin Asia Trail II which will provide safer and more animal friendly facilities to our elephants. In addition, funds are requested to develop a master plan for revitalization of the Zoo’s facilities. The Smithsonian is also continuing information technology initiatives such as implementation of the Enterprise Resource Planning system, infrastructure modernization, and meeting information technology security requirements.

The Institution’s fourth priority is securing the financial resources necessary to fulfill the Smithsonian’s mandate to open and operate three new museums: the National Museum of the American Indian (NMAI) on the National Mall in September 2004, the National Air and Space Museum’s new Steven F. Udvar-Hazy Center, adjacent to Dulles Airport in Northern Virginia which opened in December 2003, and the National Museum of African American History and Culture, which was just created by an Act of Congress. The Smithsonian is honored the National Museum of African American History and Culture will become part of the Institution. A working-group has been convened to begin discussions on site selection and initial staff hiring and $5 million is requested in FY 2005 to support this effort.

NMAI anticipates 4.5 million visitors annually, which will require additional staff to provide public programs and visitor services. The Udvar-Hazy Center is requesting staff to focus on education and Web programs to further increase visitation and address the President’s national education goals. 

The Smithsonian plays a vital role in our country’s civic, educational, and cultural life. Using art, artifacts, history, and science, the Smithsonian tells a comprehensive story—America’s story. Now more than ever, this is an important service to maintain. To reach more Americans with such seminal stories, the Smithsonian needs to transform itself into a true 21st-century institution. The Smithsonian Institution faces significant challenges if it is to continue to serve the public in an exemplary manner with both engaging, modern exhibitions backed by authoritative scholarship, and groundbreaking scientific research and exploration. What follows is our plan to meet these challenges as efficiently and effectively as possible. 
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