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Can There Be a Better 
Grade of "Pork?" 
The Midwest Plant Biotechnology Consortium says yes, but 
pork critics have not _yet been convinced 

"preproposals" by presenting posters at the 
consomum's annual meeting (also see page 
25). The indusmal members screen the 
posters and invite researchers' whose work 
looks most promising to submit fdl propos- 

outside the consomum for review. 
When the reviews come back, the corpo- 

rate members of the consomum's secre-. - - 
tariat, its policy-making board, allocate the 
funds to those researchers who got high 

IN THE ACADEMIC WORLD, THE EARMARKED 
research grant has earned a bad name, mainly 
because Congress bestows these favors'with- 
out peer review, thereby sidestepping the 
scientific community's chief means of assy- 
ing that only meritorious projects get 
funded. Now comes the Midwest Plant Bio- 
technology Consomum, an unusual part- 
nership of academic and indusmal plant 
scientists in the nation's heartland, with a 
new twist on what has come to be known as 
"academic pork." The consomum has put 
in place what one congressional aide calls a 
"creative hybrid," c o m b i i g  pork with 
competitive peer review. The layer of peer 
review hasn't mollified all pork critics, how- 
ever, and some observers say that the review 
isn't as rigorous as it should be. 

But such criticism is sparse, and the con- 
somum has earned a good name for itself 
among many plant scientists. "In the Mid- 
west, the consortium has put together a criti- 
cal mass of good industry, academic research, 
and organizational structure," says Ralph 

agencies-to no avail, says executive direc- 
tor Dorin Schumacher, who runs the group 
from an office at Purdue University in West 

rankings. But passing this hurdle still doesn't 
ensure that a grant will be forthcoming. In 
addition, the successll applicant must get 

Lafayette, Indiana. The Na- ---- matching funds from non- 
tional Science Foundation, for federal sources, such as founda- 
example, turned down the I I( tions, universities, state or local 
consortium's application to  governments, and companies, 
start a plant science center, put 
off by the high cost-at least 
$10 million. At that point, the 
consomum organizers enlisted 

I-?? - & 
the member companies' aid in 
lobbying Congress for ear- 
marked funds. 

Those efforts paid off. Since 
b& 

1989, Congress has written Schlc 
"special research grants" worth 
about $10 million into the U.S. Depart- 
ment of Agriculture (USDA) budget for the 
consomum and just this f$ll put another 
$2.5 million into the Department of 
Energy's budget. 

The earmarking of the funds for the con- 
sortium troubles some observers, such as 

Quatrano, a plant molecular bi- g Paul Stumpf, former director of 
ologist at the University of the USDA's competitive grants 
North Carolina who has served program, now called the 
as a reviewer for the group. National Research Initiative 

The consomum got its start 5 (NRI), and emeritus professor 
in December 1985 at a meeting 5 of plant physiology at the Uni- 
called by Harvey Drucker, asso- versity of California, Davis. In a 
ciate director for energy, envi- time of tight budgets, federal 
ronmental, and biological re- < money that goes into this kind 
search at Argonne National of work is money that can't be 
Laboratory outside of Chicago spent on competitive grants, he 
and Alan Schriesheim, the lab says, adding, "I think the money 
director. Their goal: to bring might be better spent if we 
together researchers from fed- Haruey D ~ K e r  transferred it to the NRI, where 
eral, university, and indusmal labs to spur 
the then nascent field of plant biotechnol- 
ogy. "If plant biotechnology was to be of 
any use," Drucker says, "we had to connect 
business with basic research." And at the 
meeting that began to happen. Barriers fell 
when industrial scientists defined their key 
problemsdeveloping improved means for 
pest control and seed production, for ex- 
ample-and academic researchers realized 
that they had the skills to help solve them. 

After the decision was made to put a 
consortium together, joining researchers 
from both camps, the organizers tried to get 
funding for it fiom the traditional granting 

they already have in place a panel review 
system." Even Quatrano, although pleased 
with the work of the consomum, is unhappy 
that the group had to go the pork route. "I 
don't approve of the way funds are obtained," 
he says. "But the tragedy is that there is 
insufficient support for the kind of plant 
science researchhthey do." 

And consortium officials maintain that 
they are putting the money they get to good 
use, aided by astringent peer-re&w system 
that has several components. After the 
consomum's corporate members establish a 
broad research agenda, academic research- 
ers in the Midwest are invited to submit 

' at least one of which must be- 
long to the consortium. "They 
like that. It means that a com- 
pany can see research carried 
out that it might not afford on 
its own," says Schumacher. 
And the academic researchers 
like the grants. With the 

~macher matching funds, they range 
from $80,000 to $400,000 an- 

nually, a sizable sum in the plant sciences. 
But not everyone agrees that the 

consomum's peer review is rigorous. One 
consulting scientist in the Midwest who 
asked to remain anonymous says that the 
money that goes into the consomum can be 
used only by members of this exclusive club, 
and no consideration is given to ideas from 
outside the Midwest. The result is that "you 
don't have real peer review," he asserts, but 
rather a system of "deals" in which awards 
are ofien preselected before review. 

Schumacher bristles at suggestions that the 
peer review is anything but first class, how- 
ever. "Our review procedures are just as rig- 
orous as those of the National Science Foun- 
dation, the National Institutes of Health, 
and the USDA competitive grants. We have 
the same forms, reviewers, and procedures," 
she maintains, noting that last year the con- 
somum didn't give out all the funds available 
because corporate members thought there 
weren't enough good proposals. 

What's more, Drucker adds, the consor- 
tium is meeting its original objective of 
bringing together people in the applied and 
basic sciences. And the collaborations may 
soon pay off in more concrete results as 
consomum researchers have begun filing 
patent applications on the fiuits of their 
work, such as new systems for getting novel 
genes into corn and for controlling gene 
expression, developments of value to both 
academe and industry. "There have not yet 
been any p.roducts," Drucker says. "But 
there will be." ANNE SIMON MOFPAT 
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Every year the Midwest Plant Biotechnology Consortium has a 
meeting to showcase the progress its current grantees are making, 
as well as to  provide an initial review of proposals from researchers 

)uld like t o  be grantees (also see p. 24). Herewith follo\vs 
on  of the highlights from the 1991 mee h took 
Indianapolis on  12 to 14 November. 
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