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NIH research grants 

Battle on indirect costs continues 
Washington 
A PROPOSAL by the National Institutes of 
Health (NIH) to slice $72 million next year 
from the amount they pay to universities as 
reimbursement for the "indirect costs" 
generated by federally sponsored research 
has touched off an acrimonious argument 
between NIH and the major research 
universities. 

Indignant complaints about the pro
posal dominated discussion last week at a 
private meeting of the Association of 
American Universities (AAU), which 
represents the 50 leading universities in the 
United States. One participant, Stanford's 
president Donald Kennedy, called the pro
posal "a unilateral abrogation of enduring 
understandings" which was likely to 
destroy the hitherto close relations between 
the universities, NIH and the biomedical 
investigators who receive NIH funds. 

The federal government and the univer
sities have been squabbling for years about 
the mechanicsm for paying the indirect 
costs - such as rent, heat and administra
tion - which universities incur as a result 
of carrying out federally funded research. 
but the latest proposal from NIH, which 
has been forwarded to the appropriations 
committees of the House of Represen
tatives and the Senate to form part of their 
1984 budget deliberations, appears to have 
shifted the debate into a higher gear. 

In a report to the committees, NIH com
plain that indirect costs have been consum
ing an ever-greater fraction of the total 
funds available for grants; in 1982, for ex
ample, indirect costs accounted for 30 per 
cent of the funds awarded for research pro
ject grants by the Public Health Service 
compared with about 20 per cent in 1972. 

The report describes this rate of increase 
as "disproportionate" and proposes a 
number of ways in which indirect costs 
could be contained. One method, ap
parently favoured by the institutes, is to 
freeze the percentage of research money 
that universities could claim for indirect 
cost reimbursement at a level equivalent to 
the average level applied to each institution 
over the past decade. 

Both the proposal and the manner in 
which it has been brought to Congress have 

Correspondent's coup 
DR Robert Walgate, European Correspon
dent of Nature since 1980 and one of the 
journal's staff for the past five years, has 
been awarded one of this year's three Glaxo 
fellowships for science writing awarded by 
the British Association of Science Writers. 
The award, which is worth £1,000, is for 
Walgate's 20-page "Science in France" 
contribution to Nature published in May 
lastyear. D 
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infuriated AAU. Donald Kennedy told 
fellow presidents at last week's meeting 
that NIH had postponed consultation with 
the univesities as long as possible and then 
issued an invitation to a meeting at three 
days notice, on the eve of NIH's budget 
reauthorization hearings in Congress. 
Especially because those able to attend the 
meeting had failed to persuade NIH to 
change their mind, Kennedy said that it is 
"misleading -- indeed disingenuous" for 
NIH to suggest that their proposals stem 
from consultation with the universities. 

More worrying, from AAU's point of 
view, is NIH's belief that the rise in the in
direct cost fraction of their university 
research spending is somehow dispropor
tionate. The universities argue that they 
spend real dollars on indirect research costs 
and are reimbursed only after going 
through exhaustive federal accounting pro
cedures. There are, AAU claimed in a re
cent letter to NIH, "perfectly good ex
planations" for the increases in indirect 
cost rates. 

One reason, the letter says, is that the 
nature of biomedical research has changed, 
with more equipment sharing, larger and 
more complex research teams and 
therefore more pooled costs attributable to 
indirect costs. In addition, direct costs have 
not kept pace with the cost of conducting 
research while many items in the indirect 
cost category, such as energy, have risen 
faster than the general rate of inflation. 
Meanwhile, universities have become more 
efficient in identifying indirect costs at
tributable to research. 

According to AAU, the NIH scheme for 
containing rising indirect costs would un
fairly penalize some universities. Dr Ken
nedy argues that some state universities 
claim lower indirect cost reimbursements 
because they cannot keep the money 
themselves but send it on to the state 
government. Such universities have 
therefore had little incentive to justify 
realistic overhead rates. The NIH policy, 
therefore, would be hardest on those 
universities (mainly private) that had kept 
careful track of indirect costs and done the 
accounting necessary to allocate them. 

The universities intend to ensure that 
NIH's proposal is stopped in Congress, as 
was a proposal last year to impose a 10 per 
cent across-the-board cut. But for NIH, 
the arguments for pressing ahead with their 
attack on indirect costs are compelling. 
The institutes are already having to pare 
many 1984 programmes to find the money 
Congress wants so that the number of 
investigator-initiated research grants can 
be kept at 5,000, not reduced to 3,700 as 
proposed by the President in January. In
direct costs offer a relatively painless way 
of squeezing out a portion of the extra $140 
million needed for this purpose. 

Peter David 

US accelerators 

Time to choose 
a giant 

Baltimore 
EVEN as particle physicists were last week 
taking up positions for the impending skir
mish over the choice of the next large ac
celerator project at the American Physical 
Society meeting here, they were being 
dressed down by White House science ad
viser George Keyworth. Using unusually 
sharp language, Keyworth complained that 
"during the years American physicists 
have squandered on a pork-barrie squab
ble, the Europeans have moved boldly 
ahead". 

There are now four large accelerator 
projects under consideration, and a 
meeting of the High Energy Physics Ad
visory Panel (HEP AP) has been arranged 
for June to recommend one of them to the 
Department of Energy. Keyworth urged 
last week that the time had come to choose 
"the best tools", not to dissipate resources 
by parcelling them out in response to 
"popular demand" and that the physics 
community should commit itself to the best 
proposal "and stick with it". 

In a thinly veiled reference to 
Brookhaven's foundering ISABELLE 
project (now renamed CBA), on which the 
Department of Energy has already spent 

The ''desertron'' 
Chicago 
THE "desertron ", proposed last summer 
by Leon Lederman and Robert Wilson, 
would use relatively weak 2.5 tesla super
conducting magnets in an enormous 
150-km-circumference ring. At 3.5 tesla, 
the magnets could use stable and easily
machined iron cores to shape the field, 
rather than the coils themselves as in the 
more powerful 4.5 tesla Fermilab magnets. 

Wilson argued at a meeting last summer 
that the lower cost of the magnets would 
more than offset the cost of the extra real 
estate, especially if the accelerator were 
built in the desert. The simpler magnets 
would also require less maintenance, per
mitting them to be buried permanently in 
narrow pipes where they could be main
tained and aligned by robots. 

At a meeting attended by 40 accelerator 
physicists last month at Cornell University, 
some of Wilson's assumptions were ques
tioned. The group looked into two other 
designs for obtaining a 20-Te V-per-beam 
co/lider, one using 5 tesla magnets and the 
other 8 tesla, and concluded that they could 
be competitive economically with Wilson's 
original "desertron ". Both would use 
smaller rings than the desertron. 

"The cost uncertainties are large enough 
that all three designs are in the running", 
said James Bjorken of Fermilab. "These 
studies are still very preliminary. " 

Larry Arbeiter 
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