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Report: All’s Fair in NSF Major Awards

For every winner in the high-stakes com-
petition for multimillion-dollar science awards,
there are always losers—and sometimes
charges of unfairness. As it has dipped its toes
more and more into big science in the last
decade, the National Science Foundation
(NSF) has been at the receiving end of a few
such charges, but a new report* suggests that
any unfairness at the agency is more a matter
of perception than reality.

The report, written by a panel formed by
the National Academy of Sciences (NAS),
concludes that NSF’s procedures for deciding
major awards are generally sound, although
it chastises the agency for at times having
inconsistent or unclear criteria. NSF “will be
subject to less criticism from the community,
Congress, and other sources if they more
clearly spell out the rules of the game,” notes
University of Texas at Dallas president Rob-
ert Rutford, who chaired the NAS panel.

A charge that such rules were flouted in
1990 prompted the academy’s critique. That
year, the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology (MIT) had submitted a proposal to
NSF to create a National High Magnetic
Field Laboratory. The agency, however,
awarded the $60-million contract to a con-
sortium led by Florida State University
(FSU). The coup by the southern school
outraged MIT, which already had a well-
respected magnet lab in place and had out-
pointed the FSU bid in outside peer reviews.
Complaints to Congress followed, and Con-
gress soon called on NAS to examine the
decision process behind NSF’s major awards:
those totaling more than $1.5 million a year
or $6 million over 5 years.

But if the Massachusetts delegation was
hoping the academy would come down heav-
ily on NSF for the magnet lab decision, it was
disappointed. The report studiously avoids
reevaluating past decisions, and though it
suggests some changes in the award process,
overall it is supportive of NSF. “We're offer-
ing tweaking to a reasonably good system.
We’re not fixing a broken machine,” says
Lyle Schwartz, director of the Materials Sci-
ence and Engineering Laboratory at the Na-
tional Institute of Standards and Technology.

One tweak the panel does strongly rec-
ommend is to standardize a two-phase review
process for evaluating proposals, rather than
relying on the one-shot review often used
now. The first phase would rank proposals
solely on technical merit, while the second
phase could address other criteria, such as
personnel development or geographical dis-

* “Major Award Decision-Making at the National
Science Foundation,” NAS Press, 1-800-624-
6242.
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tribution of awards. This would be an im-
provement, says the panel, over reviews in
which all the criteria are evaluated together
to produce a staff recommendation for the
National Science Board (NSB), NSF’s gov-
erning body, which must explicitly approve
all major awards. To ensure that technical
merit is the most important factor in the final
decision, only those proposals achieving the
highest scores in the first evaluation would
be passed on for this second-phase review.
The NAS panel also expresses concern
that the NSB is hard-pressed for time to
perform its duties carefully. Some 30% of
NSPF’s research budget now qualifies as major
awards and is thus under the board’s direct
authority. “These guys are incredibly over-
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worked,” notes Stanford University physicist
Douglas Osheroof. One quick fix suggested
by the NAS panel is to boost the funding
threshold for NSB review to $2 million a year
or $8 million over 5 years. The panel also
addressed the back end of the award process,
recommending that the NSB deliver a public
rationale for all of its major decisions, some-
thing that is not now required.

NSF has pledged to take a close look at
the recommendations. “We all recognize the
system isn’t perfect and can use improve-
ments,” says Alan Gaines, NSF’s liaison
officer for the study. But no modifica-
tions will fully inure the agency from criti-
cism, admit some authors of the NAS report.
Says panel member Clarence Allen, a Cal-
tech geologist, “There are always going to
be winners and losers and unhappy peo-
ple. That’s inevitable.”

—John Travis

Key Study Unveiled—11 Years Late

In 1989, a Canadian research team publish-
ed a critical piece of research—the develop-
ment of a simple animal model for studying
nicotine’s effect on the brain. At the time, the
model was considered a breakthrough in the
drive to understand how nicotine exerts its
addictive effects. Last week, however, it was
claimed that Philip Morris, maker of Marl-
boro, had completed similar research 6 years
earlier but had blocked publication of its find-
ings. Researchers contend that Philip Morris’
scientific censorship significantly delayed
work by other groups on the addict-
iveness of nicotine.

Those charges were aired on 31
March, when Representative Henry Wax-
man (D-CA) claimed at a press confer-
ence that Philip Morris had deliberately
suppressed studies showing that rats will
self-administer nicotine by pressing le-
vers to inject it into their veins. Ac-
cording to experts on drug abuse, self-
administration of a substance by an ani-
mal is one of the hallmarks of an addic-
tive drug.

The tobacco industry has always main-
tained that nicotine is not addictive,
but Waxman charged at the press con- |
ference that Philip Morris’ own re- |
search demonstrated for the first time !

that “without being susceptible to ad- /

vertisements oOr peer-pressure...rats
were willing to go to great lengths to get
nicotine” and, indeed, that the rats
“seem to be addicted to nicotine.” Such
a finding supports charges by Food and ™
Drug Administration (FDA) Commis-
sioner David Kessler that tobacco com-
panies may intend cigarettes to provide
nicotine to maintain, or even trigger, an
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addiction. If that contention is proved true,
the FDA would have authority to regulate—
conceivably even ban—cigarette sales (Sci-
ence, 18 March, p. 1555).

The basis for Waxman’s charge is a manu-
script that was accepted for publication in
Psychopharmacology in 1983 and then with-
drawn by Philip Morris, according to let-
ters between the journal’s editor and Victor
DeNoble, the first author on the study.
Waxman released the manuscript and the
letters at the press conference. In a written
response to Waxman’s allegations,
Philip Morris denied withholding the
results of its nicotine research from the
scientific community, noting that while
DeNoble was employed by Philip Morris
he published five other articles on nico-
tine-related research. In one instance,
wrote Philip Morris, DeNoble was told
not to publish until he had completed
an internal manuscript review. A Med-
line search by Science turned up several
articles by DeNoble on nicotine’s effect
on behavior in rats, but it identified no
articles reporting nicotine self-adminis-
tration in rats. On the advice of his law-
yer, DeNoble, a psychologist who now
works with mentally-retarded people in
Delaware, declined to comment.

In their still unpublished paper, De-
Noble, Paul Mele, and Francis Ryan,
then of the Philip Morris Research Cen-
ter in Richmond, Virginia, report that
rats will press a lever as many as seven

i  times to trigger an infusion of about 30

pg of nicotine per kilogram of body
weight directly into their veins. De-
Noble’s group found that the dose was
critical: The number of times the rats





