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research had recently been lifted, and NIH was
operating, according to Varmus’s testimony,
with the expectation of revising its own policy
to reflect this and allow some embryo
research. An NIH expert panel — which
included Hughes — concluded in December
1994 that federally funded human embryo
research was allowable in certain carefully
controlled conditions.

While President Clinton immediately
blocked an NIH panel recommendation that
some creation of human embryos for research
purposes be allowed, his order did not address
work on ‘spare’ IVF embryos. This was
banned thirteen months later by Congress.

A document provided by NIH but not
produced by the congressmen at the hearing
supports NIH’s version of events. Jeffrey
Trent, the scientific director at NCHGR,
wrote to a colleague in August 1995 that he
had talked to Hughes about his non-NIH
embryonic work at nearby Suburban Hospi-
tal. “I told [Hughes] that I am not willing to
place federal personnel, etc., at Suburban
within an IVF facility,” Trent wrote.

The NIH also provided letters from Hugh-
es assuring NIH that he was not using NIH-
funded staff or equipment at Suburban Hos-
pital — statements later shown to be false,
according to an NIH investigation.

At the hearing, Klink also asked Varmus
about “all these postdocs that were doing the
same thing (that is, preimplantation genetic
diagnosis) under Hughes”. Did they not “give
a damn”, he demanded, or were they “intimi-
dated” by Hughes? “I am concerned about a
deficiency in mentorship” by Hughes, Var-
mus responded.

The charge that Hughes intimidated his
postdocs into doing work they suspected
might be illegal is contained in notes made by
Kate Berg, an NIH official, when NIH investi-
gated Hughes in October last year. But Scott
Gant, a lawyer representing Hughes, said that
Hughes “denies having intimidated anybody.”

The NIH human subjects inquiry com-
mittee also concluded that Hughes conducted
the embryo work at NIH without the required
approval of an NIH ethics board, and without
meeting the standards for commercial diag-
nostic laboratories required by law.

Varmus said that NIH was taking correc-
tive actions to reduce the risk of a recurrence,
including ensuring that no other similar
research was being conducted, and contacting
researchers most likely to stray into the area
banned by law.

Other management gaffes surfaced during
the hearing. The congressmen grilled Varmus
about how Hughes was allowed to load a lorry
with more than $1-million-worth of NIH
equipment, including some boxes marked
“Suburban Hospital” — on loan to George-
town University — and leave NIH with it,
without a completed loan agreement or
inventory. Some of the equipment was divert-
ed to Suburban Hospital. Meredith Wadman 

[WASHINGTON] Officials at the US National
Institutes of Health (NIH) are expected to
decide next week whether to eliminate a cat-
egory of grants for new investigators worth
on average $70,000 a year for five years —
about half the standard NIH grants.

The abolition of the grants, known as
R29s or First Independent Research Support
and Transition (FIRST) awards, has been
proposed by an NIH working group on new
investigators. The working group was co-
chaired by Marvin Cassman, director of the
National Institute of General Medical 
Science, and Elvera Ehrenfeld, director of
NIH’s Division of Research Grants. It was 
set up last October in response to concern
about the impact of tightening NIH funds on
young scientists forced to compete against
seasoned researchers.

Its report, which is due to be discussed 
by the directors of NIH institutes on 3 July,
recommends that R29 applicants should in
future be required to apply for standard NIH
grants (R01s), for which competition is
fiercer. But their applications would explain
that they were from young scientists who
were first-time applicants.

Peer reviewers would be told to accept less
preliminary information in such applica-
tions than they would from established
investigators. And grants to new investiga-
tors would generally be made for five years;
standard grants usually last three years. 

Anne Thomas, a spokeswoman for
Harold Varmus, the director of NIH, said
that approval of the proposal is not a forgone
conclusion and that the discussion at the
meeting is expected to be substantive.

The working group argues that R29s
deliver too little money to make up for the
relative advantage to young scientists of
applying in a less competitive pool. (In 1995,
R29 applicants had a 28.5 per cent chance of
winning an award, as against an 18.2 per cent
chance for first-time R01 applicants.)

According to the draft report, the rela-
tively small size of R29 awards has grown
“increasingly onerous” for recipients, most
of whom are forced to seek supplementary
funding. “It seems curious that we accept so
easily much smaller awards to new investiga-
tors who are likely to be less well equipped to
deal with such constraints,” says the report.

It also points out that those awarded R29
grants are consistently less successful in sub-
sequent grant applications than new investi-
gators whose first grant is a standard one.

The draft report concedes that, while 
the suggested changes would ensure more
money for successful young scientists, “there
is clearly a concern that success rates will

drop”. It says that it is “essential”, therefore,
for the NIH to define a desired entry rate for
new investigators, and to ensure that this is at
least sufficiently high to replace those retir-
ing, about 9 per cent per year.

Ehrenfeld points out that the data
analysed by the working group, for the years
1980 to 1995, show that younger scientists
are not being selectively disadvantaged by
dwindling research dollars. Although grant
application success rates have gone down,
“they’ve gone down for everybody”, she says.
New investigators “are faring as well as 
anybody else.”

The report shows that the success rate for
new R01 applicants dropped from 26.2 per
cent in 1980 to 18.2 per cent in 1995, while
the rate for experienced investigators
dropped from 30.5 to 22.5 per cent.

Some scientists are concerned about the
possible impact of the changes. John Moore,
of the Aaron Diamond AIDS Research Cen-
ter in New York, says that the impact of R29
awards in his own laboratory has been help-
ful. He says that the working group has
addressed “the critical issue” that a young
investigator cannot generate the same
amount of preliminary data as an estab-
lished scientist.

But, reacting to the proposal that new
applicants should be judged differently for
R01 applications based on identifying infor-
mation, Moore, a veteran of NIH study sec-
tions, says he would ask “would study sec-
tions pay much attention to that?”

Others, such as Jais Lingappa, a cell 
biologist and R29 grant applicant at the 
University of California, San Francisco, are
worried that the changes could mean that
fewer young scientists will win funding. 
But she praises the idea of granting newcom-
ers larger awards, provided they are made for
five years. “What the young investigator 
really needs is three or four years of protected
time,” she says. M.W.
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