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International Medical Research and the Gold Drain
Recognizing that advances in medicine in other countries are usually
transmitted quickly to the United States, the National Institutes of Health
has maintained modest international programs involving 1 to 2 percent
of the total NIH budget. These programs have supported many of the
world's best medical research workers in about 60 nations. In fiscal 1967,
the NIH internationial effort amounted to $20 million, including $8.5
million for research grants, $1.2 million to visiting scientists to the U.S.,
$1.2 million to international postdoctoral fellows, and $1.7 million to
U.S. fellows and trainees overseas.
Excellent mechanisms have been employed to assure that highly qualified individuals are selected for support. For instance, grant applications
are examined for scientific merit by distinguished nongovernment American scientists who constitute the major fraction of the NIH study
sections. Foreign applications are reviewed along with domestic proposals,
and must be outstandingly good to receive a favorable rating. Foreign
proposals are subject to additional review to assure that the projects
funded utilize scientific resources and opportunities not available in the
United States.
The roster of those receiving grant support in 1967 totaled 624.
It included the names of leaders in biochemistry, immunology, physiology, and clinical research. The NIH, in meeting the challenge of advancing the medical sciences and improving the health of the American
people, has made a wise choice in supporting excellence abroad. In
effect, a comparatively few U.S. workers have been denied grants so
that some of the world's best could be supported.
The international programs carry with them benefits besides the direct
advancement of medicine. Today, the most rapid and effective interchange of scientific information occurs by means of informal mechanisms
such as invisible colleges. These are fostered to a degree by the research
grants, but especially by the Fellowship and Visiting Scientists programs:
Another important aspect of the international programs is their contribution to goodwill for the United States. At a time when this country
faces widespread criticism of its role in Viet Nam, even modest offsetting
favorable comments are important.
Two incidents illustrate some of the benefits of the NIH programs. A
year ago, Jacques Monod was a recipient of the Nobel prize. On being
told of the award, he informed a world audience of the help he had
received from the United States. Until a few months ago, comparatively
few people knew of Dr. Christiaan Barnard of South Africa. Suddenly
it was evident that he was a well-trained heart surgeon with command
of the most advanced knowledge and techniques relevant to his effort.
In December 1967, while he was being lionized in the United States,
Barnard told of his gratitude for the training and financial support he
had received from the United States during his formative years.
Financial support of the NIH international effort reached a peak
in 1964 and has declined since then. One of the hardest-hit activities
has been the Research Grants program. As a result of congressional
pressure it declined from $15 million in fiscal 1963 to $8.5 million
in fiscal 1967. The international program now faces further attrition.
By meat-axing the international programs, the United States can cut its
gold drain by a few million dollars. However, the cost will be severe in
terms of medical progress and in terms of goodwill abroad.
-PHILIP H. ABELSON

