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The Honorable Francis S. Collins, M.D., Ph.D.
Director

National Institutes of Health

9000 Rockville Pike

Bethesda, MD 20892

Dear Dr. Collins:

We write to request information about the National Institutes of Health (NIH) grant
review and award procedures as well as certain grants recently awarded by the NIH.

The NIH is the primary Federal agency that conducts and supports medical research.
Over the last five fiscal years, the funding for the NIH has been relatively static, with Congress
appropriating between $25 and $30 billion dollars each year for the NIH. Approximately 80
percent of this funding is then awarded through competitive grants to researchers at universities,
medical schools, and other research facilities in the United States and around the world.

While NIH funding has remained level, the number of applications submitted for each
funding opportunity has increased over the last five years. It has become increasingly difficult,
therefore, for researchers to obtain funding for their projects. For example, in 2004, 24.6 percent
of grant applications submitted to NIH received funding, or 10,052 of 40,861 grant applications.
In 2008, the success rate for obtaining NIH funding had decreased, with only 21.8 percent, or
9,460 of 43,467 applications submitted, receiving funding.

Inevitably, some projects that have scientific merit and may benefit the health of U.S.
citizens were not funded. To get a better idea of what types of projects did survive the NIH peer
review process and receive funding, Minority Committee staff conducted a review of recently
awarded NIH grants. We identified a number of grants that, from our point of view, do not seem
to be of the highest scientific rigor which raises questions about how the NIH peer review system
is working. We have listed the NIH summaries of those grants in an attachment to this letter.
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While we uriderstand that NIH recently enhanced its peer review criteria for grants awarded for
Fiscal Year 2010 and thereafter, the peer review system in place at the time these particular
grants were awarded nonetheless required that reviewers find that the project “address[ed] an
important problem.” At first glance, some of the grants we identified do not seem to meet this
standard. For example:

Grant Number SR03CA128482-02 proposes to study the “Impact of Dragon Boat
Racing on Cancer Survivorship.” According to the abstract, the applicants will
examine “whether participation in a dragon boat paddling team enhances quality of
life in cancer survivors above and beyond an organized walking program.” The
applicant states that the “impact of dragon boat racing . . . has the potential to advance
our understanding of survivorship outcomes.”

Grant Number 1R21DA026324-01A1 proposes to study “Substance Use and HIV
Risk Among Thai Women.” The applicant states in the study abstract that the project
will “investigate the sociocultural contexts of HIV risk behaviors and drug use among
Thai female and male-to-female transgender . . . sex workers in Bangkok.”

Grant Number 2R24MD001764-04 proposes to study “The Healing of the Canoe.”
According to the abstract, the study will examine “alcohol and drug abuse and a need
for increased cultural and community identity” among the Suquamish Tribe. The
focus of this study is an unspecified “culturally relevant intervention.”

Grant Number SR03TW007612-03 proposes to study the “Patterns of Drug Use and
Abuse in the Brazilian Rave Culture.” According to the study abstract, the applicants
would “explore the emerging club drug epidemic in the Southern part of Brazil. The
topic is interesting and the data will be useful to understand the emerging problem of
club drugs and raves in Brazil.”

We do not doubt that there may be some degree of scientific benefit to be gained from
these studies. However, given the number of urgent public health issues facing the NIH, such as
cancer, heart disease, diabetes, and pandemic disease, we question how peer review panels
determined these projects to have “high scientific caliber” and how they are particularly relevant
to the NIH Institute and Center research priorities. For this reason, with regard to the grants
listed in the attachment, we request that you provide written responses to the following questions
no later than four weeks from the date of this letter.

1.

For each grant listed in the attachment, please explain how the grant relates to the
funding priorities of the relevant NIH Institute or Center.

For each grant listed in the attachment, please provide the overall impact score.

For each grant listed in the attachment, please list the number of peer reviewers at the
initial peer review meeting and the second level of review who reviewed the grant,
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the score each reviewer gave the grant, and the designated “payline” or fundable
score.

4. For each grant listed in the attachment, with regard to the initial peer review meeting
during which the grant in question was reviewed, please identify the number of grants
that were reviewed at that meeting and the number of grants that received a second
level of review.

We appreciate your attention to this important issue. If you have any questions, please
contact Minority Committee staff at (202) 225-3641.

Sincerely,
J arto Greg Wallen
anking Member Ranking Member

Subcommittee on Oversight
and Investigations

cc: The Honorable Henry A. Waxman, Chairman

The Honorable Bart Stupak, Chairman
Subcommittee on Oversight and Investigations

Attachment
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