NEWS AND COMMENT

Political Fracas over Peer Review Is
Factor in Firing of NIAAA Director

Capping a bitter fight among Carter
Administration health officials, Capitol
Hill, and constituents of the Alcohol,
Drug Abuse, and Mental Health Admin-
istration (ADAMHA) over control of the
agency’s peer review of research pro-
posals, the Administration recently fired
Ernest Noble as director of the National
Institute on Alcoholism and Alcohol
Abuse (NIAAA).

Administration officials have also told
Robert DuPont, director of the National
Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) since
1974, that he will soon be expected to
step aside, so that a Carter Administra-
tion appointee may take his place. The
departure of DuPont will mean that, in
the 5 months that Gerald Klerman, a
psychiatrist from Harvard, has been
ADAMHA administrator, there will
have been a clean sweep of the director-
ships of the three public health institutes
in his agency.*

As in the earlier dismissal of Bertram
Brown as director of the National Insti-
tute of Mental Health (NIMH), the
abruptness and timing of Noble’s dis-
missal caught the Washington research
community by surprise and prompted
some criticism of Klerman and his boss,
Health, Education, and Welfare Secre-
tary Joseph Califano. On the face of it,
the firing was consistent with Califano’s
principle of turnover in the top positions
in his department, as publicly enunciated
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at the time of Brown’s dismissal (Sci-
ence, 20 January). Indeed, both Klerman
and Califano have insisted repeatedly

" that Noble was dismissed only because

new initiatives are being planned for
NIAAA, and an infusion of new blood
was needed to implement them—state-
ments that have earned the pair nick-
names as the ‘‘vampires’’ in some sec-
tors. Klerman has stated that the new
initiatives will be in alcoholism pre-
vention, teenage drinking problems, and
the fetal alcohol syndrome, all of which
may involve new cooperation between
the institutes.

Despite these protestations, the cir-
cumstances of Noble’s firing suggest that
it was prompted as much by politics as it
was by a desire for new programs. Ac-
cording to congressional sources and
well-informed institute officials, Califano
and Klerman may have intended to re-
place the NIAAA director at some point
in the future, but the firing on 27 April
was prompted by disagreement over
Klerman’s plan to centralize peer review
for all three institutes in ADAMHA.
Specifically, it is believed that Noble,
who actively opposed the plan, was fired
in retribution for the plan’s defeat. Cali-
fano and Klerman had been forced by
congressional pressure to give up the
proposal on the evening prior to Kler-
man’s request that Noble step aside.

The fight over the peer review centrali-
zation plan had its roots in an extraordi-
nary memorandum from Klerman to Un-
dersecretary of Health Julius Richmond.
In the 22 February memo, Klerman cited
several studies, such as the 1976 report
of the President’s Biomedical Research
Panel, which determined that close ties
between program directors and peer re-
view committees within the three
ADAMHA institutes had led to a variety
of ills in the contract and grant review
process. Klerman said these ills included
the *“difficulty of adequate monitoring to
assure that program staff bias or conflict
of interest does not enter into the review
process, inconsistent and sometimes
conflicting advice to potential applicants,

*ADAMHA was formed in 1973 to coordinate the
activities of the National Institute on Drug Abuse,
the National Institute on Alcoholism and Alcohol
Abuse, and the National Institute on Mental Health.
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[and] continuing claims by individuals
and institutions of mishandling of grant
applications.’”” The memo suggested the
review system be centralized within
ADAMHA, where reviewers with ex-
pertise in each of the institutes’ fields of
interest would serve together on the
committees. In and of itself, the proposal
was not revolutionary: Its effect would
be to bring the ADAMHA peer review
system into line with that at the National
Institutes of Health. Moreover, several
highly regarded groups, including the
President’s Commission on Mental
Health, had already suggested it, and
much of the staff in the various institutes
supported it.

What was unusual about the proposal
is that Klerman made it official without
consulting with anyone outside of a small
circle of staff within ADAMHA; what
made the memorandum itself extraordi-
nary is that Klerman included in it some
brutally frank suggestions about how to
manipulate the issue in order to circum-
vent the likely resistance to his proposal.
The memo read, in part:

While it is likely that some segments of the
professional constituency of ADAMHA—
specificially, psychiatrists, psychologists, and
social workers—will be allied in opposition to
this move, it is expected that the scientific
constituencies among these groups will give it
strong support. It is probable that the most
vociferous opposition will come from such or-
ganizational constituencies as the National
Council on Alcoholism. To allay some of the
concerns of these groups we would maintain
the names and thus the visibility of the Minor-
ity Programs Review Committee and the Drug
Abuse and Alcoholism Community Programs
Review Committees. It is believed that these
constituencies are primarily interested in the
service components of the programs, and this
move may assist in demonstrating that the in-
tent is not to diminish the visibility of special
interests.

Robert DuPont
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As one congressional staff member
noted, ‘““When you’re new in town, as
Klerman is, you don’t realize that Wash-
ington is like a sieve.”” In less than a
week, copies of the memo were in the
hands of nearly every one of the groups
cited above, and staff members of the
congressional committees that oversee
ADAMHA'’s policies and budgets had
received nearly a dozen copies through
the mail in unmarked envelopes.

Klerman’s forecast of which groups
were likely to oppose the proposal was
accurate, and this made the memo sting
all that much more when the groups had
an opportunity to read it. The con-
stituencies that expressed the greatest
outrage were those in the field of alcohol-
ism, who interpreted the excerpt quoted
above to mean that Klerman thought he
might allay their opposition by offering
them nothing more than a sop in the form

Briefing

of the minority grant program. Their op-
position centered on the proposal to per-
mit researchers from the other fields
within the institutes—mental health and
drug abuse—to participate in the peer re-
view of applications for grants from
NIAAA. Ernest Noble told Science that
the constituencies of his agency “‘felt the
proposal would lead to a fragmentation
of alcoholism research, that alcoholism
would suffer from a lack of attention, and
that proposals would be reviewed by
those without expertise in the alcoholism
field—who therefore were incapable of
judging the merits of the applications.”
One researcher explained that ‘‘most
people, including many scientists outside
of our field, have yet to accept alcohol-
ism as a legitimate illness and not a moral
problem. The result has been that when-
ever we are funded through a joint ar-
rangement, we don’t get any of the

funds’’—a perception that prompted the
constituencies to push for the separation
of NIAAA from NIMH in 1973, and ap-
parently the major reason for efforts to
safeguard the institute’s independence
now. Spokesmen for several of the al-
coholism groups also pointed out that
winning a share of HEW’s budget has
been a struggle, and remains an uphill
battle (NIAAA receives 18 percent of
ADAMHA'’s funds, NIMH 54 percent,
and NIDA 28 percent).

By its variance, the view of the con-
troversy by researchers in other fields
largely justifies this defensiveness. ‘‘The
alcoholism constituencies are nothing
but a bunch of worried feudal chief-
tains,’’ said one scientist who went on to
say, ‘‘“The ones that oppose the changes
are the ones who are getting grants now.
Most of them are probably afraid that
their research proposals will not stand

House Fiddles with the Budget
While Interest Groups Burn

Last February, President Carter sub-
mitted his budget proposals for 1979, to
begin what essentially was the first of
three acts that comprise the play—both
comedy and drama—that is the con-
gressional budget process. The play
has now completed its second act, with
the markup of appropriations in the
House. The result is that each actor has
become considerably more frantic at the
prospect of being upstaged in the Senate,
where most of the remaining action takes
place. The props in the current scene are
Draconian importunings, and the musical
accompaniment is the moaning and
groaning of wounded institutions.

Although the denouement has yet to
be written, the House has long been re-
garded as preeminent in appropriations.
What has happened there to the Admin-
istration’s proposals for science, re-
search, and development may well deter-
mine the government’s ultimate munifi-
cence in these areas.

To at least one group with a special in-
terest in the science budget, the changes
wrought thus far in the House represent a
disintegration of the President’s plan for
substantial increases in funding for basic
research. According to an official of the
Association of American Universities,
“Carter promised real increases averag-
ing five percent across a dozen

agencies, but the cumulative impact of
actions in the House has been to dimin-
ish these substantially.” Others have de-
clared the evidence less than clear-cut,
and noted that behind each instance
where funds for basic research appeared
to have been cut lay seemingly unrelated
explanations.

Thus far, the unkindest cut of all was
the complete elimination of funds for
competitive basic research grants pro-
vided by the Department of Agriculture.
The program was approved only 2 years
ago, and was preceded by several years
of strenuous efforts to overcome tradi-
tional congressional favoritism toward
formula (noncompetitive) grants for ap-
plied research at land-grant colleges and
agricultural research stations. The com-
petitive program was supported by many
in the biological community who saw a
need for more innovation and excellence
in agricultural research, but it was not
welcomed by those in Congress who
thought it would lead to an ultimate dimi-
nution of the formula grants. Last year,
the House slashed the funding request
for competitive grants by more than half,
and finally compromised with the Senate
at $15 million.

This year, congressmen on the agricul-
ture appropriations subcommittee, led by
Jamie Whitten (D-Miss.), did not have to
look far for a confirmation of their fears
about a shift from formula to competitive
grants. In the Administration’s budget
proposal, competitive grant funds were
slated for a doubling to $30 million; at
the same time, formula grants were

scheduled for a decrease of $11 million.
According to a committee staff member,
most congressmen—as well as many
constituents in the land-grant colleges—
considered those amounts to be close
enough for it to “appear as if Peter was
being robbed to pay Paul.” During hear-
ings on the appropriation, Agriculture
officials attempted to deny a connection
between the two adjustments, but
whether the connection was real or
apparent, the damage had been done.
At one point, Whitten asked, “How am |
going to judge it except by how it looks?”
The subcommittee not only restored the
$11 million in formula grant funds, but in
apparent retribution, excised entirely the
$30 million in competitive grants.

Private institutions were not entirely
shortchanged in the agriculture markup.
The subcommittee added $21 million for
a human nutrition research center at
Tufts University. The president of Tufts
is nutritionist Jean Mayer. In other
actions, however, the subcommittee de-
leted $13 million in funds for contractual
research, redirecting it to in-house agri-
culture labs.

NASA Seeing Stars, but
Not from Space Telescope

If the cuts in Agriculture caused the
most pain, those in the budget of the Na-
tional Aeronautics and Space Adminis-
tration (NASA) left the deepest gash.
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up to rigorous scientific scrutiny.”

As with many such bureaucratic con-
tretemps, the resolution occurred quietly
on Capitol Hill, and reflected more than
anything else an imbalance in the amount
and proficiency of private lobbying by
both sides. In this circumstance, the al-
coholism constituency gained some sup-
port from the psychological community,
which suspected from the manner Kler-
man pushed the proposal forward that it
was a grab for additional power on his
behalf. Psychologists have been wary
about Klerman, who has the background
and beliefs of a psychiatrist and a reputa-
tion as a take-charge administrator, since
his appointment (Science, 26 August
1977).

In any event, in taking their case to the
Hill, constituents of NIAAA found easy
access and ready support in the offices of
two congressmen, Senator Harrison Wil-

liams (D-N.J.) and Representative Ed-
ward Patten (D-N.J.). Senator Williams,
as well as his top legislative assistant in
this area, is a recovered alcoholic, and
firmly committed to preserving the
Washington niche that NIAAA has been
able to whittle out. Williams also is
chairman of the committee on Human
Resources, which oversees ADAMHA
policy, and it was in this capacity that he
wrote to Klerman and Califano early in
March. In the letter, Williams demanded
an explanation for the proposed changes,
threatened to conduct hearings, and sug-
gested that peer review procedures be
centralized within each institute and not
at the ADAMHA level. This, he said,
would remove the influence of institute
program directors, but not at the poten-
tial expense of any one discipline.
Representative Patten exercised his
influence for a different reason and from

an alternative power base. The Center of
Alcohol Studies at Rutgers University,
which received $1.2 million in federal
contracts last year, mostly from
NIAAA, is in Patten’s district, and its
administrators were among those who
opposed the proposal. As a member of
the Appropriations Subcommittee that
must approve ADAMHA'’s budget, Pat-
ten questioned Klerman at length during
the hearings, and told him flatly, I don’t
like the heads of departments not run-
ning them and [not] setting policy and I
don’t like the centralization of grants and
contracts. I don’t agree with what
you’ve said.”” He pointed out that it all
appeared to contravene language in
ADAMHA'’s authorizing legislation, and
concluded, ‘‘Remember what I said,
Doctor, that centralization in my judg-
ment conflicts. . . . It is bad enough to
get some of these heads of Institutes en-

Briefing

Overall, the appropriations subcom-
mittee on independent agencies, headed
by Representative Edward Boland (D-
Mass.), cut $37.7 milion from the
NASA budget, including $12.9 million
earmarked for R & D.

The biggest single project to be axed
was the $20 million teleoperator retrieval
system, a remotely controlled booster
engine that NASA had intended to attach
to the Skylab satellite in order to prevent
its uncontrolled fall to earth next year
(Science, 7 April). The project was cut
because the subcommittee judged that
the space shuttle, which would be used
to affix the booster, would not be able to
reach Skylab before it comes down in the
autumn of 1979.

This month, 1 week before the Senate
must reach its own decision on whether
the booster should be funded, NASA sci-
entists will attempt to reorient the satellite
by command from the earth and extend
its life-span. If successful, they will send
to the Senate what is known on Capitol
Hill as a reclama—a plea for one house
to restore what the other has cut (in this
case, funding for the booster).

Three other projects may be casualties
of the shuttle’s problems and delays if the
House prevails. Reflecting congressional
concern over recent malfunctions of the
shuttle engine, the subcommittee direct-
ed that $30 million be set aside for poten-
tial cost overruns on the project. Money
for what already has been dubbed the
“shuttle slush fund” was directed to be
drawn from:

e the space telescope (a cut of $15

million, or 20 percent of its budget);

e the Jupiter orbiter probe ($10 million,
or 15 percent of its budget); and

e the solar polar mission ($5 million, or
50 percent of its start-up cost).

“In effect, they want us to hold two mis-
sions hostage to unforeseen problems
with the shuttle,” a NASA budget official
said. “One mission, the Jupiter orbiter
probe, may have to be scrapped entirely
because the launch time cannot easily
be delayed. We have been placed in a
perplexing situation.”

As one consolation, the agency found
greater support for construction of a fifth
shuttle orbiter in Congress than it had
with the President. Four million dollars
were added to fund development of
enough shuttle hardware to keep the
construction as a viable option. Also, $7
milion was added to support aero-
nautical research, and $4 million was
added to begin development of a satellite
capable of taking stereoscopic pictures
of the earth’s surface, to assist in mineral
exploration.

Health Institutes
Get Major Boost

Other federal agencies might take a
lesson from the National Institutes of
Health, which are notoriously successful
at gaining crucial congressional sympa-
thy during the budget process. Who, after
all, can vote for dread disease? The posi-

tive nature of their mission is usually
played to the hilt during hearings, and
congressmen may be subtly reminded
that the recipients of grants and contracts
are spread across the national map of
political districts. Even without Adminis-
tration requests for major funding in-
creases, Congress has been known to
boost the appropriations substantially.

This year in the House subcommittee
on health, education, and welfare, the
story was familiar. President Carter had
recommended an increase of $74 million,
and the subcommittee tacked on another
$268 million. Each institute received a
share of the increase, with the largest
amount—$53 million—going to the
Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute.

The National Cancer Institute, which
in recent years has always received the
lion's share of NIH increases, ranks
fourth on the House list this time with a
proposed increase of $31 million. Gener-
al Medical Sciences would get an addi-
tional $40 million; the arthritis institute
is slated for a $38.5 million boost.

The House also added $37 million for a
major new building to house the National
Institute of Child Health and Human De-
velopment. The addition sets the stage
for a fight in a House-Senate conference
committee, however, for the comparable
subcommittee in the Senate has already
deleted the money.

Less successful was the Alcohol, Drug
Abuse, and Mental Health Administra-
tion, which had its proposed funding in-
crease of $75 million cut back by $10 mil-
lion.

R. Jeffrey Smith

9 JUNE 1978

1133



POINT OF VIEW

Quantity a Key to Military Strength

Ruth M. Davis, Deputy Under Secretary of Defense for Research and
Advanced Technology, in an address at Eglin Air Force Base, noted that
relative United States-Soviet strength is being measured more and more in
each side’s ability to produce quantities of things, as well as goods of high
quality. She urged that U.S. manufacturing know-how be brought to bear in
Jfinding ways of producing strategic goods quickly, efficiently, and in quanti-
ty.

You will note that I have listed quantity as well as quality as an essential
measure of military technological superiority. I believe we have, in the past,
perhaps placed too much emphasis on the superior quality of our technology
as a counter to any competitor’s edge in quantity—especially as we com-
pare the Soviet’s military strength relative to ours. Such a reliance on quali-
ty, if continued, could leave us in an untenable vulnerable position.

Fortunately we have recently been factoring quantity into our com-
parative equations of military strength in a more realistic balance with quali-
ty. Indeed, it is worth remembering that it was Lenin, many years ago, who
wrote that ““. . . Quantity has a quality all its own. . . .”

... To continue to afford adequate national defense in the sense of af-
fording needed quantities of equipment, we are dependent upon decreasing
comparative costs, decreasing product delivery cycle times, high quality
products and easily maintainable products. It is only through advances in
manufacturing technology, electronics, materials technology, and the tech-
nologies of quality control, among others, that our manufacturing and ser-

meet customers’ demands.

vice industries can hope to satisfy our many high priority national goals and

thused about their work without having
some invisible bureaucracy cutting the
props on us.’’

In addition, there was opposition to
the plan within the institutes themselves,
partly because Klerman had not consult-
ed with institute administrators prior to
sending the proposal to Califano. On 10
March, Ernest Noble wrote a memo to
Klerman in which he said, in part, “‘I am
perplexed that I was not afforded the op-
portunity to provide you with this infor-
mation [about the conflict with legisla-
tion] prior to the communication of your
plan to the Secretary.” Like Klerman’s
original memo, this missive was soon
leaked. There were some reports that
Klerman suspected it was NIAAA that
had made the documents public, but in
an interview with Science, Klerman said
he had no idea who made them public.
He said, however, that ‘‘there is no
question that some of the NIAAA staff
sought to encourage opposition’ to the
proposal, and that Noble had made his
own feelings clear. Noble supported a
centralization of peer review within each
institute.

Noble has denied that he tried to in-
flame the opposition, claiming as others
that no such attempt was necessary. *‘l
knew the power of the constituency all
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along,”” he told Science. Robert DuPont,
director of NIDA, said that “‘Gerry
[Klerman] walked into a minefield on
this one. He didn’t realize the historical
independence of the institutes because
neither he nor the Secretary [Califano]
was around at the time everything was
set up. I told him that the costs were not
worth the effort, and other people did
too. But he’s his own man, very strong-
willed, and has to do it his own way.”’

Ultimately, Klerman’s proposal was
not successful. In the face of mounting
pressure, Klerman and Califano re-
quested a meeting with Senator Williams
on the evening of 25 April. At the meet-
ing, Califano told Williams that the peer
review centralization would occur within
each institute, a compromise that has
proved acceptable to all groups in-
volved. On the following morning, Er-
nest Noble was requested to step aside.
Klerman told Science that the firing had
no relation to the defeat of his original
proposal, although a number of officials
in the three institutes have stated that it
did. He also refused to confirm or deny
reports that the orders for Noble’s re-
placement came from Califano, saying
instead that ‘‘it was a collaborative ef-
fort.”

All of this now leaves the ADAMHA

institutes with two acting directors but
with a peer review program that Kler-
man believes ‘“will really strengthen the
quality of science here.”” Several
NIAAA staff members noted that the
changes were largely welcomed. ‘“The
program directors here have pet con-
cepts and projects, and they have at-
tempted to influence the peer review
process,”’ said one staff member. ‘““We
make presentations before the reviewers
on projects that we supervise and try to
get them passed in place of the alterna-
tives. More attention needs to be paid to
technical competence.”

NIDA Under Investigation

Many researchers believe the same
condition exists at NIDA, which is cur-
rently under investigation by the In-
spector General of HEW for a series of
possible abuse of grants and contracts.
DuPont is expected to stay on as the
agency’s director until sometime after
the inspector’s report is issued later this
month. Informed sources have indicated
that the report will absolve DuPont from
responsibility for the abuses, but will be
critical of a number of NIDA employees
whose relatives apparently received
NIDA funding. A draft of the report is
currently being reviewed by the HEW
general counsel for possible referral to
the Justice Department.

A lingering issue in these dismissals
may be the capability of the Administra-
tion to circumvent rules for removing of-
ficials from government posts. Bertram
Brown, who is a regular officer in the
Public Health Service and therefore
could only be reassigned after his firing,
was appointed guest scholar at the
Smithsonian Woodrow Wilson Center.
Noble, who was a GS-18 in the civil ser-
vice, has been attached to the NIDA of-
fice of public affairs since his firing. Re-
cently, he requested a clarification of his
job status from Klerman, and learned
that he had been not ‘‘reassigned’ but
““detailed”’ to work on special projects—
a job action that does not require formal
advance notification and justification.

Although Noble is not pleased with re-
cent events, he has no intention of chal-
lenging the action before the civil service
commission, and would like to return to
his former position at the University of
California in Irvine. Nor does the
NIAAA constituency seem likely to
raise a howl—its interest was in the peer
review issue, and that has been favor-
ably settled; Noble seems only to have
been the fall guy. Though a replacement
for Noble may eventually have been ap-
pointed anyway, ’twas politics that has-
tened his demise.—R. JEFFREY SMITH
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