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US biomedical research threatened 
New director 
at NIH faces 
discontent 
Washington 

The primary sponsor of US biomedical 
research, the National Institutes of Health 
(NIH), is at last, after a ten-month hiatus, 
getting a new director. He is Dr James B. 
Wyngaarden, whom the Administration 
and the biomedical community agree is a 
good choice. Wyngaarden had his Senate 
confirmation hearing last week and is 
expected to be confirmed and sworn in 
within the next few weeks. But he will be 
inheriting a storm. 

When Wyngaarden moves in to NIH's 
blossoming campus on the fringes of 
Washington, he will have to face the anger 
of deans and administrative officers of the 
2,500 medical schools and universities in 
the United States who receive NIH funds 
and who are furious with NIH for 
proposing to cut their indirect cost 
allowance by 10 per cent in 1983. Although 
the immediate sum involved is a trivial $70 
million in NIH's proposed $3,700 million 
budget, the administrators fear that the cut 
portends a fundamental shift in the 
structure of the US university economy. 
Whether it does or not depends on 
Congress, which may yet restore the 
money. 

Wyngaarden, 57 and a Democrat, is 
Hanes Professor of Medicine and 
chairman of the department of medicine at 
Duke University School of Medicine in 
North Carolina. Among other Washington 
assignments, he has served on the 
President's Science Advisory Committee. 
His nomination was backed by NIH's 
many supporters on Capitol Hill, and by 
RichardS. Schweiker, the chief of NIH's 
parent Department of Health and Human 
Services, who is himself a former 
congressional backer of NIH. Although 
some of the Reagan Administration's key 
science appointees have included 
unknowns or outsiders to the basic science 
community, Wyngaarden is neither. 

Wyngaarden's first job will be to find 
directors for the five NIH institutes which 
are without permanent directors, some 
since January 1981. Another key post, that 
of deputy director of NIH for science, is 
also vacant. The previous director, Donald 
Frederickson, drew up lists of candidates 
last July, and Wyngaarden will have to see 
how many candidates are still interested in 
the jobs. In federal research agencies, when 
a permanent chief is Jacking, normal 
business continues. What suffers is the 
organization's internal needs and long
term planning. 
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Wyngaarden inherits a dispute over 
indirect cost allowances that is dividing 
university administrators and faculty 
across the country. The bulk of NIH funds 
for research project grants and research 
centres is awarded in two parts. The first 
part is the direct cost of the research -
salaries, equipment, travel, publications, 
and the like. The second part covers 
indirect costs, a percentage of the direct 
costs that the government agrees to pay to 
the researcher's home institution to keep 
him housed. Indirect costs include such 
things as central fuel and electricity bills, 
cleaning, library and central animal 
facilities. 

Previously NIH reimbursed the 
institutions a fixed 15 per cent of a 
researcher's direct costs, no matter what 
they were. However, this was deemed 
arbitrary and NIH allowed the percentage 
it would repay to grow, frequently 
reassessing it to take account of rising 
utility costs and inflation. For 1983, NIH 
estimates that indirect cost payments on 
research grants and centres will average 30 
per cent of the direct costs. Other federal 
agencies that fund research follow the same 
process but with percentages that vary 
among agencies and universities. (The 

resulting patchwork of repayments would 
be unbearable for university admi
nistrators were the funds not essential for 
their hard-pressed institutions.) 

Thus, while the growth in research 
budgets has tended to slow in recent years, 
indirect costs have kept on rising. A 
Columbia professor estimated recently 
that fifteen years ago his research 
supported by NIH enabled Columbia to 
collect $2,000 in indirect cost repayments. 
During that time, even though his research 
effort has only doubled, Columbia has 
been able to collect $40,000 in indirect cost 
reimbursements on it. 

However, the array of administrators 
and their representative societies, such as 
the Association of American Medical 
Colleges and the Association of American 
Universities who oppose the NIH plans to 
reduce its contribution to administrative 
costs, are not merely concerned about 
paying next year's heating bills. They claim 
that NIH is shifting the whole debate about 
what the institutes are for and how they 
should maintain US world leadership in 
biomedical research. 

During his six years as NIH director, 
Frederickson argued that researchers 
suffered from uncertainty as to what would 

Franco-Soviet space flight plea 
Three pressure groups of French 

scientists and intellectuals, "Comite des 
Physiciens Francais", "Comite Sakharov" 
and ''Solidarite au Spacionaute'', have 
called for France to withdraw from the 
Franco-Soviet manned spaceflight planned 
for June. 

Following the procedure of the manned 
lnterkosmos flights, which included 
representatives of all Comecon block 
countries, two French candidates for space 
- Jean-Loup Chretien and Patrick 
Baudry, are now training in the Soviet 
Union. One of these will be selected to be 
launched with a Soviet partner to 
rendezvous with and work aboard the 
Salyut-7 space station put into orbit last 
week. 

The pressure groups base their demand 
on the recent increase of human rights 
violations in the Soviet bloc - the invasion 
of Afghanistan, the banishment of 
Sakharov, martial law in Poland. For a 
relatively minor scientific gain, they say, 
France would be reduced to a "supernu
merary" in a Soviet public-relations 
spectacular. The propaganda value to the 
Soviet Union of a joint flight involving, for 
the first time, a guest from outside the 
Socialist bloc, would be immense. 

For all three groups agree that at this 
stage France stands to gain little from the 
proposed manned flight. Franco-Soviet 
cooperation in space goes back to the visit 
of President de Gaulle to Baikonur in 1966, 

and over the years has included a laser 
ranging experiment on the lunokhod 
Moon-rover, gamma ray spectrometers 
carried aboard Venus probes, and the 
launching by the Soviet Union of the 
French Aureole geophysical satellites. 
French participation is also planned in the 
Soviet mission to Venus and Halley's 
comet in 1985. 

The proposed French partiCipation in 
the Salyut mission would cover three main 
fields, astrophysics, materials sciences and 
biology. Comite de Physiciens Fran~is, in 
particular, contends that the first two 
programmes could be carried out equally 
well aboard an unmanned automated 
spacecraft. As for the biology programme, 
this will simply allow the "well-known" 
physiological stresses of space to be applied 
for the first time to a French citizen. 

Vera Rich 
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happen to the research budget from one 
year to the next. This discouraged bold 
thinking and long-range research plans, he 
said. 

According to Frederickson, NIH should 
fund 5,000 new "noncompeting" research 
project grants, in addition to keeping 
previous years' commitments to projects 
lasting two and three years. In this way, 
researchers would know there would be 
5,000 research project grants available for 
the best proposals. As a corollary, 
Frederickson proposed that training grants 
should be stabilized, with the budget 
allowing for 10,000 of these, each year. The 
numbers were arbitrary and widely known 
to be a budget ploy, but they had the 
salutary effect of keeping everyone's 
attention on a few key concepts for the 
health of research: stability, availability of 
money for new projects, encouragement to 
young researchers. 

Sources close to the NIH budget process 
say, however, that last December, when 
NIH received a 1983 budget figure, it 
calculated that it would allow funding for 
only 3,500 new research project grants, 
embarrassingly far below the 5,000 goal 
publicized by Frederickson, and well below 
the 4, 741 new project grants funded in 
1982. Schweiker therefore told NIH to 
change the budget, keeping the same total, 
so that the number of new project grants 
would be above 4,000. As a result, NIH 
proposed taking the cut in the 
administrative side, in direct costs, to avoid 
an enormous fight with scientists claiming 
that NIH was abandoning its commitment 
to innovative research. 

So now the universities and research 
institutions are asking why they should be 
singled out for cuts- and what Pandora's 
box has been opened for future years. 

According to John F. Sherman, former 
deputy director of NIH and now vice
president of the Association of American 
Medical Colleges, which protested to 
Schweiker in March, it is likely that the lO 
per cent cut proposed for 1983 will set a 
precedent for unpredictable cuts in NIH's 
indirect cost allowances in future years, 
and perhaps lead to a lowering of indirect 
cost allowances by other federal agencies. 

"If there is anything to divide faculty 
from academic administrators, this is it", 
says Sherman. "The institutions' 
representatives are frantic. They see no 
solution except for Congress to add the 
money. Whereas the faculty are more 
willing to see indirect cost reimbursements 
cut in order to maintain a higher number of 
competing research awards.'' 

If NIH's indirect cost reimbursements 
are cut, however, institutions may be 
forced to reduce the size of their research 
programmes. And if NIH awards fewer 
research project recipient grants, the 
institutions will have a smaller base for 
seeking indirect cost payments. To hear 
them talk now though,the two sides seem 
not yet to have realized that they have a 
common cause. Deborah Shapley 

0028.()836/82/170792.()2$01.00 

Commercialization of research 

Patent views 
New York 

Close on the heels of the closed meeting 
of five prominent university presidents at 
Pajaro Dunes, California, last month 
(Nature 8 April, p.479), the first of many 
other, open meetings was held last week in 
New York to discuss the growing issue of 
commercialism in academic research. This 
one was sponsored by the New York Bar 
Association's patent committee. 
Participants included Dr Steven Muller, 
president of Johns Hopkins University, 
Joshua Lederberg, president of 
Rockefeller University and A. Thomas 
Bartlett, president of the American 
Association of Universities (AAU). 

The participants concurred with the 
conclusions of the Pajaro Dunes meeting 
concerning the problems of the commercial 
use of university-based genetic engineering 
research. In the words of Dr Muller, "the 
hazards to universities are manageable". It 
seemed clear at the meeting, though, that 
there can be no sweeping, general rules 
covering every campus and field of 
research in the nation, and that university 
policies will be built up step-by-step. 

Those at the bar association meeting felt 
that university faculty would be well able to 
defer publication of key research in the 
open literature to satisfy patent needs of 
the commercial partners. Dr Lederberg 
noted that while such delays are "natural 
hindrances" to normal university activity, 
they should be acceptable to faculty so long 
as delays are reasonable. Dr Muller pointed 
out that Johns Hopkins recently passed 
regulations reqUinng university 
researchers to publish in the open literature 
and to discourage undue secrecy while 
faculty file for patents. The new 
regulations also place the burden of proof 
on faculty members who claim that a 
private invention has no relation to their 
university work. 

One problem highlighted in the 
discussion was that European visitors to 
US campuses could pick up innovations in 
the course of seminars and talks with US 
scientists, go back to Europe and patent 
them, leaving the US academic inventor of 
the idea with no protection. This possibility 
arises because European law awards 
patents to the first to file for one, who may 
not necessarily be the inventor as in 
American law. 

There was a call at the New York meeting 
for a re-examination of the relationship of 
professor to university and the traditional 
rights of university employers and their 
faculty employees, often ignored in faculty 
contracts. For example, can a university 
pressurize one of its professors to pursue a 
patent if he is reluctant to do so? 

Dr Lederberg encouraged universities to 
help their faculty negotiate their outside 
contracts and to define extramural and 
intramural roles. He was concerned that 
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many faculty are under-selling their 
services, and recommended that they 
charge six times their academic rate of pay 
for outside consultation. The universities 
can benefit, he said, by arranging that these 
fees be shared equally between a faculty 
and member and the institution. 

Finally, several details of the best known 
university-industry agreements are now 
available to university presidents seeking to 
negotiate their own industry arrangements. 
University presidents seem to be making a 
practice of circulating current or draft 
agreements with industry among 
themselves for purposes of comparison. 

Last year, Representative Albert J. Gore 
(Democrat, Tennessee) attacked the 
universities for their new industry ties and 
asked AAU to establish general guidelines 
on the matter. But the New York meeting 
seemed to confirm that such general 
guidelines are unlikely to emerge, or be 
seen as practical. As AAU president 
Bartlett said, "we are groping our way into 
the future". Michael D. Stein 

Dutch pharmaceuticals 

New era vaccine 
Waalre, The Netherlands 

Intervet International, a Dutch 
veterinary pharmaceutical company, 
claims to have marketed the first vaccines 
produced through recombinant DNA tech
nology. The Dutch are proud to have 
beaten two American companies -
Norden Laboratories and Cetus - which 
recently announced that they were 
developing a vaccine against pig scours for 
introduction on to the market within two 
or three years. Intervet marketed two scour 
vaccines at the end of March. 

The vaccines are intended to prevent 
infectious diarrhoea of pigs and calves, a 
major cause of which is the Escherichia coli 
bacterium. The bacterial components 
implicated in causing scour in pigs and 
calves are the adhesion factors K88 and 
K99 respectively. Combination of these 
factors with a special adjuvant was used by 
Intervet to produce a vaccine which, when 
given to the sow or cow, causes the animal 
to produce protective antibodies which are 
passed on to their offspring through the 
colostrum or first milk. In the past 
adhesion factors K88 and K99 have been 
purified from wild strains of bacteria 
isolated from the field. Using cloning 
techniques Intervet transferred the genes 
responsible for the production of the K88 
and K99 into a laboratory strain of E. coli 
(K -12) which then produces a much greater 
quantity of antigen for the preparation of 
the vaccines. 

The work to produce these strains 
started in 1979 in collaboration with the 
Dutch Institute of Health and was later 
transferred to the DNA research group 
within Intervet's mother-company Akzo 
Pharma, itself part of the Dutch chemical 
multinational Akzo. CasperSchuuring 
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