
Calmer waters ahead
A conviction, the passage of a bill, and the arrival of some new committee chairmen have markedly 
improved the immediate outlook for biomedical research in the United States. 

The past few years have witnessed a rough patch for relations 
between the US National Institutes of Health (NIH) and its 
overseers in Congress. Stagnant funding has followed on from 

the largesse that doubled the biomedical agency’s budget between 
1998 and 2003. Political leaders have also publicly doubted whether 
the $28.6-billion agency is making the most of its windfall — and have 
excoriated agency officials for their allegedly lax approach to financial 
conflicts among its scientists (see Nature 443, 252–253; 2006). 

But two events occurred last week that, between them, have the 
potential to mark a turning point for the world’s largest research 
agency. On Friday, the only NIH researcher to face criminal charges 
over conflict-of-interest issues arising from a forthright investiga-
tion by the Los Angeles Times, subsequently followed up in Congress, 
pleaded guilty in a federal court (see page 803). His sentencing on 
22 December, along with new, tighter agency rules, may begin to 
disperse the cloud that has been hanging over the agency as a result 
of the actions of a few dozen NIH researchers. 

Perhaps more importantly, in the small hours of 9 December, the 
outgoing Congress — pushed along by Congressman Joe Barton 
(Republican, Texas) — passed a bill that will guide the management 
of the agency over the coming years (see page 796). 

This ‘authorization’ bill sets caps that could permit further increases 
in the NIH budget. This is no guarantee that the money will actually 
be doled out by the appropriations committees in Congress. But it 
is, says NIH director Elias Zerhouni, “a renewed vote of confidence 
in the NIH and really a turning point”. Zerhouni asserts that after 
years of wondering aloud about whether the NIH would deliver on 
its doubled budget, Congress has finally decided that the agency is 

doing a good job — and that it needs help to do a better one.
There are other reasons why the National Institutes of Health 

Reform Act of 2006 is important. Once President Bush signs the bill, 
the NIH will have, for the first time in 13 years, a broad, explicit and 
up-to-date law governing its administrative structure. The bill lays 
out some significant requirements that may in effect buy the agency 
something it has been lacking on Capitol Hill: goodwill. In particular, 
the bill requires the NIH director to submit biennial reports to Con-
gress, detailing the work of its 27 institutes and centres, and justifying 
their priorities. It is this kind of accountability that many in Congress 
felt has been missing since the doubling of the budget; delivering on 
it will help the agency re-establish its reputation there. 

At the same time, the bill establishes a ‘common fund’ comprising 
up to 5% of the agency’s total budget. This will be used to fund multi-
institute research that otherwise wouldn’t happen, helping the NIH 
keep up as biomedical science evolves at unprecedented speed. 

For many biomedical researchers, funding levels represent the 
clearest indication of whether goodwill has been re-established. In 
this regard, the omens are good, particularly given the allocation 
of critical committee positions in the new Congress. David Obey 
(Democrat, Wisconsin), a long-time champion of the NIH, will be 
chairing the relevant subcommittee in the House of Representatives, 
as well as the full appropriations committee. On the Senate side, Tom 
Harkin (Democrat, Iowa), another long-standing NIH devotee, is set 
to chair the subcommittee funding the agency. 

Given this sort of backing, and last week’s events, it is beginning to 
look as if the NIH could enjoy a happier and more prosperous new 
year than might have been envisaged just a few months ago.  ■

An open debate
Researchers who work with animals should join the 
discussion on animal experimentation.

Animal research saves lives. That is the mantra often used to 
counter verbal and physical attacks on animal researchers and 
their institutions by animal-rights activists. And it is unques-

tionably true: animal research has made many valuable contributions 
to medical science. 

However, the simplicity of the slogan barely does justice to the 
complexity of the issue. From a scientific point of view, for example, 
it is clear that certain animal models are useful: the neural prosthet-
ics that promise to restore some independence to paraplegics, for 
example, arose from curiosity-driven studies of the primate brain 
(see Nature 443, 122; 2006). But others are imperfect: certain mouse 
models of cancer, for example, do not accurately mimic the disease 

in humans, and may even have hampered the development of some 
drugs (see Nature 442, 739–741; 2006).

In this week’s issue, several articles explore what scientists really 
think about animal research, and what the future may hold for such 
work. As part of our investigation, we surveyed many of our readers 
in the life sciences anonymously, to solicit their views on aspects of 
the topic. The 1,700 or so readers who responded to our online survey 
are not necessarily representative of the entire community of biol-
ogists, but their responses nonetheless offer some valuable insights 
into the views of working scientists on questions related to animal 
research. The complete survey results are published on the web at 
www.nature.com/news/specials/animalresearch. Given the reluc-
tance of many scientists to speak on-the-record to our reporters on 
this particular subject (see page 808), the exercise has been helpful in 
generating an overall picture of how scientists themselves view this 
highly contentious public issue. 

Three-quarters of respondents said that animal research was 
‘essential’ to the progress of biomedical science. However, a minority 
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