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In an unusual collective dissent, more than
170 intramural scientists at the National 
Institutes of Health are protesting a proposed
ban that would prevent
them from being paid to
advise or speak at insti-
tutions that receive
funds from NIH. In a
letter last week to NIH
Director Elias Zerhouni,
the scientists, many of
them lab and section
chiefs, told Zerhouni
that a ban on so-called
honoraria and other
payments is an “error”
that risks turning NIH
scientists into “second-
class citizens in the bio-
medical community.”

The letter reflects
growing frustration with
an ongoing crackdown
on consulting, which 
intramural scientists have mostly endured in
silence until now. Many feel that the reforms
have gone too far: “There’s a tremendous
amount of unhappiness,” says one lab chief
who, like several other signers, declined to be
quoted by name. 

The ethics overhaul began after the Los
Angeles Times reported large industry pay-
ments to several NIH officials, sparking a
congressional investigation and a stringent
review of all existing outside activities by
NIH. A blue-ribbon panel this spring 
advised Zerhouni that paid industry work
should be banned for top officials and those
overseeing grants but permitted for intra-
mural scientists, who are not involved in
grant decisions. The panel also deemed it
“important—even essential” that NIH con-
tinue to allow “reasonable” payments for
speaking, writing, and teaching. In the past,
NIH routinely approved such lectures, as
long as the employee discussed work pub-
lished at least a year before.

But after Congress pressed for further
reforms, Zerhouni announced in June that
all paid consulting by intramural scientists
for grantee institutions—including speak-
ing—should be banned. NIH Deputy 
Director Raynard Kington explains that be-
ing paid to speak poses the “appearance” of
a conflict because intramural scientists “are
privy to information about the scientific 
direction of the agency” that could poten-
tially give the grantee institution an unfair
advantage. After talking to legal experts,
NIH is also now concerned that if employ-
ees discuss their government work at all,

they could be using public office for per-
sonal gain, Kington says.  

The 172 staff scientists who endorsed the
8 November letter disagree.
Because intramural scientists
are not involved in awarding
grants, “there can be no con-
flict of interest,” states the let-
ter, which was initiated by
clinical center ethicist Ezekiel
Emanuel. Banning activities
that are “an essential part of
free academic discourse”
simply to allay public con-
cerns “seems unjustified,” the
writers say. The letter also
says NIH staff should be able
to “very modestly augment”
their “low salaries” with these
payments, and that barring
them “will further erode”
NIH’s ability to recruit and re-
tain good scientists.

The chief concern, some
letter signers say privately, is that because
rules have become so restrictive, even be-
ing reimbursed for travel to a university for

official duty could be disallowed. (Kington
says this is not the case.) Others are con-
cerned about NIH’s plans for a 1-year
moratorium on all industry consulting 
(Science, 1 October, p. 27) and see the 
honoraria ban as a starting point for a
broader discussion. “Many of us feel this is
the first chink in the armor to attack,” says
virologist Malcolm Martin. 

Some contend that NIH recruitment ef-
forts could be suffering already. Neuro-
scientist Bruce McEwan of Rockefeller
University in New York City says the NIH
intramural program is attractive at a time
when extramural grants are getting tighter,
but on the other hand, the agency’s salary
cap and limits on outside income “make
the situation very difficult” for academic
scientists.

Kington says there’s no evidence that
scientists are being driven away from NIH
but that the 1-year pause in industry con-
sulting will allow NIH to “measure im-
pact.” Meanwhile, Zerhouni and Kington
plan to meet with the scientists who signed
the letter on 29 November.

–JOCELYN KAISER

Staff Scientists Protest Plan to Ban Outside Fees
N I H  E T H I C S

The First Shot in a Highly Targeted Strategy
For biologists, it’s a new way of doing busi-
ness. Last week, the National Institute of 
Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID) 
unveiled a highly targeted strategy to tackle
immunological puzzles bedeviling AIDS vac-
cine research. Rather than rely on individual
researchers to submit grant proposals, NIAID
is planning to bankroll a collaboration called
the Center for HIV/AIDS Vaccine Immunol-

ogy (CHAVI) to focus on problems already
identified as key obstacles to the development
of an effective AIDS vaccine. The proposed
venture could pump at least $300 million into
the field over the next 7 years. And more such
initiatives are on the way. 

CHAVI is the first tangible outgrowth of
the Global HIV Vaccine Enterprise, an 
unusual international effort to set priorities for

AIDS vaccine re-
search and develop-
ment and to organize
the field to tackle the
critical problems. First
described in Science
last year (27 June
2003, p. 2036) and
endorsed by leaders
of the wealthy “G8”
nations at their sum-
mit in June, the
fledgling enterprise
has held several
meetings of leading
AIDS researchers to
draft a “scientif ic
blueprint” laying 
out goals and strate-
gies. The idea for
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Booster shot. NIAID says the new center will not take funds from its 
existing HIV/AIDS vaccine program, which has been growing steadily.

Squeaky clean. NIH’s Kington aims
to avoid the appearance of a conflict.
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