OFFICE OF AIDS RESEARCH

Panel Urges NIH to Loosen
Its Grip on AIDS Research

A massive, yearlong review of the U.S. AIDS
research enterprise has concluded that, at age
15, it is ready for a critical rite of passage:
more independence from its parent, the Na-
tional Institutes of Health (NIH). The re-
view, whose findings are being released this
week,* was conducted by more than 100 sci-
entists from academia and industry, plus a
handful of community representatives. They
were brought in by NIH’s Office of AIDS
Research (OAR) to analyze every aspect of the
country’s $1.4 billion AIDS research portfo-
lio and offer “a blueprint” for restructuring it.

The final report, written by a “working
group” that oversaw the review, calls for re-
search dollars to be shifted to the extramural
research community, partly by redirecting
money from work that is now categorized as
AIDS-related but has little or no connection
to the disease. The report also recommends
creating a new trans-NIH AIDS vaccine
program “with leadership and oversight pro-
vided by distinguished, nongovernment sci-
entists.” And, in addition to a general call for
more “scientific oversight and review by
nongovernment scientists,” it suggests that
nine new groups be formed to oversee or re-
shape nearly every aspect of AIDS research
(see table). Many of these recommendations
were reported by Science last month (2 Febru-
ary, p. 590).

for scientists to make an impact on the direc-
tion that AIDS research needs to take, par-
ticularly at this critical time in the evolu-
tion of the epidemic.”

The recommendations of the working
group, informally known as the “Levine com-
mittee” because it was co-chaired by Princeton
University molecular biologist Arnold Levine,
largely stem from evaluations conducted by
six “area review panels” that focused on spe-
cific research areas. Their consensus, the
Levine committee reports, is that investiga-
tor-initiated research should get a big boost.

Noting that investigator-initiated re-
search wins only 20% of the AIDS budget,
compared to 50% of NIH’s non-AIDS
spending, the report says NIH has “tended to
manage AIDS research with more direct sci-
entific control than other research portfo-
lios.” That may have been the right approach
when the epidemic was younger, the report
says, but “[g]iven the maturation of the field
and the nature of the contemporary research
needs, the continuation of this approach
represents an impediment to progress.” To
remedy this, the report recommends that
NIH approximately double investigator-
initiated research dollars and issue fewer
contracts, requests for applications, and col-
laborative agreements.
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The Levine committee also says NIH
should redirect dollars from projects that are
“only peripherally related” to AIDS, such as
one for developing artificial blood substitutes
(an HIV blood test has protected the blood
supply since 1985). Indeed, the committee
calls miscategorization of AIDS research a
“major issue” and “strongly” recommends that
NIH revamp its coding system “immediately.”
Des Jarlais stresses that such a change is im-
perative. “Non-AIDS research funded with
AIDS money is like pornography,” says Des
Jarlais. “It’s hard to define exactly, but you
know it when you see it—and it’s offensive.”

The working group hopes that more ex-
tramural funds will attract new researchers to
the field. But in one area, it calls for a more
aggressive approach to recruiting top talent:
“Many of the most capable immunologists
have not committed major efforts to AIDS
research,” the working group states, and rec-
ommends that OAR convene a series of
workshops with expert immunologists to
speed this “underrepresented” area.

In perhaps its boldest recommendation,
the Levine committee says the “entire AIDS
vaccine research effort of the NIH should be
restructured.” The impetus for this overhaul,
the working group writes, is that “centralized
leadership” is needed to speed the vaccine
search, which to date “has received less fund-
ing and attention than other areas of AIDS
research.” Until now, each NIH institute has
pursued its own vaccine program, with the
National Institute of Allergy and Infectious
Diseases (NIAID) effectively leading the
search because it has the largest AIDS vaccine
budget. The working group now recommends
establishing an AIDS Vaccine Research

The congressionally mandated re-
view coincides with the growing sen-
timent that thwarting HIV is a more
difficult scientific challenge than
many researchers once imagined.
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Committee as an independent entity on
the NIAID campus. Although most
members of this committee would be
“outstanding nongovernment scientists,”
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NIH branches with major AIDS vaccine
programs.
The $1.4 billion question now is how

“The AIDS research community is at
a transition,” says Phillip Sharp, a
Nobel Prize-winning molecular bi-

. . National White House—level coordination ) . .
ologist at the Massachusetts Institute AIDS Vaccine of all government-sponsored the report’s many recommendations will
of Technology who was a member of || Task Force vaccine programs be translated into action. “This [would

the working group. “Now we're at a
stage of strapping down for the longer
attack on the problem.” Working
group member Don Des Jarlais, head
of research at New York’s Chemical
Dependency Institute, says he an-
ticipates that the review will have a
significant impact, in part because it
has the support of OAR Director
William Paul and NIH Director
Harold Varmus. “There are two
powerful people to make it work,”
says Des Jarlais. Indeed, Paul says
the report “provides an opportunity

* “NIH AIDS Research Program Evalua-
tion,” Office of AIDS Research, NIH.
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be] a big culture shift for the NIH,” says
AIDS activist Mark Harrington, a work-
ing group member. As Science went to
press, the OAR’s Advisory Council was
planning to meet to evaluate the report.
If the council signs off on it, as expected,
the OAR would then hash out an imple-
mentation plan with the various NIH
branches and get it rolling. The working
group recognizes that this is easier said
than done and therefore concludes that
it is “imperative” that an implementa-
tion plan be developed “immediately”
so that the recommendations can affect
the 1997 and 1998 AIDS research bud-
gets, which OAR is currently drafting.

—Jon Cohen
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