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Trump Administration Assaults NIH and WHO-RFK Jr’s Nomination Hearing
Scheduled

Given all the commotion that has been occurring in Washington over the Gaetz and Hegseth
nominations, preparations for mass deportation, birthright citizenship, and government DEI
programs, several healthcare news stories have flown under the radar. Below is a summary.

Science 1s reporting that yesterday the Trump administration imposed several restrictions on the
National Institutes of Health (NIH) which will have an impact on grants and scientific exchange
(1). The moves have generated extensive confusion and uncertainty at the nation’s largest research
agency, which has become a target for Trump’s political allies. These included the abrupt
cancellation of meetings including grant review panels, a communications “pause”, a freeze on
hiring, and an indefinite ban on travel. For example, officials halted midstream a training workshop
for junior scientists, called off a workshop on adolescent learning minutes before it was to begin,
and canceled meetings of two advisory councils. Panels that were scheduled to review grant
proposals also received eleventh-hour word that they wouldn’t be meeting. Without such meetings,
NIH cannot make research awards.

The hiring freeze 1s governmentwide, whereas a pause on communications and travel appears to
be limited to the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), NIH’s parent agency. Such
pauses are not unprecedented when a new administration comes in. But some NIH staff suggested
these measures, which include pulling job ads and rescinding offers, are more extreme than any
previously.

HHS announced a communications ban through 1 February. It orders a stop on the publishing of
regulations, guidance documents, grant announcements, social media posts, press releases, and
other “communications,” and the canceling of speaking engagements. Any exceptions must be
applied for and approved through the president’s appointees.

The various directives have shaken the vast community of extramural scientists NIH supports.
“IWe] have not seen anything concrete from NIH yet,” said one scientist at a major academic
medical center. “But just like about everyone in science, we are worried and waiting.”

The fears of many in global health also came true. Within hours of taking the oath of office,
President Trump signed an executive order announcing his decision to withdraw the United States
from the World Health Organization (WHO) (2). The executive order also directs the Secretary
of State to “cease negotiations” on the WHO Pandemic Agreement, an international treaty to
better prepare the world for future pandemics, which has been in difficult negotiations for years.
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Ironically there’s a chance Trump may have inadvertently helped those negotiations: “Ironically
[the treaty] might have a better chance without the U.S., as countries may unite in opposition to
Trump and all he stands for.”

In October 2020, the New England Journal of Medicine, in an editorial signed by 34 editors,
denounced the Trump administration's handling of the COVID-19 pandemic (3). The article
marked the first ime 1n the medical journal's 200-year history that it had condemned or supported
any political candidate. In the editorial, the journal strongly criticized the Trump administration's
rejection of scientific expertise; its attempts to politicize and undermine the FDA, NIH, and CDC;
and 1ts decision "to 1ignore and even denigrate experts" within government institutions.

“I’'m struck by just how silly and petty this 1s,” says Refugees International President Jeremy
Konyndyk, an expert on battling disease emergencies who serves as a high-level adviser to WHO
(2). Trump previously tried to pull the U.S. out of WHO 1n 2020 “because he needed a scapegoat
for his own failings on COVID-19” and apparently hasn’t gotten over his grudge against the agency,
Konyndyk says. “It’s not the way a nation that considers itself a great power should behave.”

After weeks of watching his fellow nominees advance to hearings and votes, Robert F. Kennedy Jr.
will finally get his moment in the Capitol spotlight as he faces his long-awaited Senate confirmation
hearing (4). Kennedy’s hearing to lead the Department of Health and Human Services 1s
scheduled for Jan. 29 at 10 a.m. He will face questions from members of the Senate Finance
Committee, which directly oversees the department.

During his first term as president, Donald Trump and his administration repeatedly pohiticized
science by pressuring or overriding health and science agencies to change their reporting and
recommendations so as to conform to his policies and public comments (5). This was particularly
true with regard to the COVID-19 pandemic. The recent NIH and WHO decisions and RFK Jr’s
nomination appear to represent little more than political payback to the medical and scientific
communities.

Richard A. Robbins MD
Editor, SWJPCCS
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