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Cracks in the Future
By BOB HERBERT

Berkeley, Calif.

While the U.S. has struggled with enormous problems over the past several years, there has been at least
one consistent bright spot. Its system of higher education has remained the finest in the world.

Now there are ominous cracks appearing in that cornerstone of American civilization. Exhibit A is the
University of California, Berkeley, the finest public university in the world and undoubtedly one of the two
or three best universities in the United States, public or private.

More of Berkeley’s undergraduates go on to get Ph.D.’s than those at any other university in the country.
The school is among the nation’s leaders in producing winners of the Nobel Prize. An extraordinary amount
of cutting-edge research in a wide variety of critically important fields, including energy and the biological
sciences, is taking place here.

While I was roaming the campus, talking to students, professors and administrators, word came that
scientists had put together a full analysis and a fairly complete fossilized skeleton of Ardi, who is known to
her closest living associates as Ardipithecus ramidus. At 4.4 million years of age, this four-foot tall,
tree-climbing wonder is now the oldest known human ancestor.

Give Berkeley credit. The school’s Tim White, a paleoanthropologist, led the international team that worked
for years on this project, an invaluable advance in human knowledge and understanding.

So it’s dismaying to realize that the grandeur of Berkeley (and the remarkable success of the University of
California system, of which Berkeley is the flagship) is being jeopardized by shortsighted politicians and
California’s colossally dysfunctional budget processes.

Berkeley is caught in a full-blown budget crisis with nothing much in the way of upside in sight. The school
is trying to cope with what the chancellor, Robert Birgeneau, described as a “severe and rapid loss in
funding” from the state, which has shortchanged Berkeley’s budget nearly $150 million this year, and cut
more than $800 million from the higher education system as a whole.

This is like waving goodbye to the futures of untold numbers of students. Chancellor Birgeneau denounced
the state’s action as “a completely irresponsible disinvestment in the future of its public universities.”

(The chancellor was being kind. Anyone who has spent more than 10 minutes watching the chaos of
California politicians trying to deal with fiscal and budgetary matters would consider “completely
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irresponsible” to be the mildest of possible characterizations.)

Berkeley is laying off staffers, reducing faculty through attrition and cutting pay. Student fees will no doubt
have to be raised, and the fear is that if the financial crisis continues unabated it will be difficult to retain
and recruit the world-class scholars who do so much to make the school so special.

Chancellor Birgeneau said he is optimistic that Berkeley will be able to maintain its greatness and continue
to thrive, but he told me candidly in an interview, “It’s hard to see when we are going to get back to a
situation where we can start rewarding people properly.”

We should all care about this because Berkeley is an enormous and enormously unique national asset. As a
public university it offers large numbers of outstanding students from economically difficult backgrounds
the same exceptionally high-quality education that is available at the finest private universities.

Something wonderful is going on when a school that is ranked among those at the very top in the nation and
the world is also a school in which more than a third of the 25,000 undergraduates qualify for federal Pell
grants, which means their family incomes are less than $45,000 a year. More than 4,000 students at
Berkeley are from families where the annual income is $20,000 or less.

More than a third are the first in their families to attend a four-year college.

Berkeley is aggressively pursuing alternative funding sources. The danger is that as public support for the
school declines, it will lose more and more of its public character. Substantially higher fees for incoming
students would be the norm, and more and more students from out of state and out of the country (who can
afford to pay the full freight of their education) would be recruited.

This would most likely hurt students from middle-class families more than poorer ones. Those kids are
caught between the less well-off, who are helped by a variety of financial aid programs, and the wealthy
students, whose families have no problem paying for a first-class college education.

The problems at Berkeley are particularly acute because of the state’s drastic reduction of support. But
colleges and universities across the country — public and private — are struggling because of the prolonged
economic crisis and the pressure on state budgets. It will say a great deal about what kind of nation we’ve
become if we let these most valuable assets slip into a period of decline.
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