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September 16, 2019:  Dear Colleague
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As a fellow researcher …I know firsthand that the open and internationally 

collaborative nature of the U.S. research enterprise has been critical to 

our success in research, …..has underpinned our Nation’s prosperity 

and security…..the values we cherish…., the freedom to explore new 

frontiers, the open sharing of methods and results,..…. and the passion

to work with and improve the lives of others.  By adhering to these values 

and operating with honesty, integrity, excellence and transparency, your 

work has made America the world leader in science and technology.    

The Nation is indebted to you.



Problems
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…..some nations have exhibited …… efforts to exploit, 

influence, and undermine our research activities and 

environments…….features of some talent programs are 

unacceptable and inconsistent with our research values 

these activities … prevent the allocation of Federal funding in 

a fair manner based on merit..….undermines the integrity of 

the research enterprise …. others reap the substantial benefits 

of your hard work
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Nearly 200 investigations are under way at major academic medial centers
NYT Nov 4, 2019

The inclusion of international scholars at U.S. 

colleges and universities entails both substantial 

benefit---and notable risk

https://www.fbi.gov › file-repository › china-risk-to-academia-2019

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=3&ved=2ahUKEwiLmKfDztvlAhUMP30KHUPaB6kQFjACegQIBhAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.fbi.gov%2Ffile-repository%2Fchina-risk-to-academia-2019.pdf&usg=AOvVaw0amY0dQlCnIv2NAn5XCXCn


Assuring Federal Sentiment
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NIH letter of August 18, 2019:   “The Scientists whose work NIH is 

proud to help support come from all over this country and the 

world, brining rich, diverse perspectives and backgrounds to the 

biomedical research enterprise.”

State Department:   Last summer the U.S. government determined 

that it was in our interest to renew our bilateral framework S&T 

agreement with China, with increased oversight and scrutiny



NIH Concerns
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1) failure by some researchers at NIH-funded institutions to disclose 

substantial contributions of resources from other organizations, 

including foreign governments, which threatens to distort decisions 

about the appropriate use of NIH funds; 

2) diversion of proprietary information included in grant applications 

or produced by NIH-supported biomedical research to other entities, 

including other countries; and 

3) failure by some peer reviewers to keep information in grant 

applications confidential; including, in some instances, disclosure to 

foreign entities or other attempts to influence funding decisions.



What We’ve Seen

• Shadow laboratories; 

undisclosed employment and 

grant research support

• Undisclosed FCOI

• Peer review breaches
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A Foreign Government Strategic Goal
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https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-018-00538-z

Nature January 17, 2018

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-018-00538-z


Keys to Winning a Talents Award

• “To apply, you must already have a firm job offer from a 

Chinese institution …

• The scheme is open to Chinese scientists under 55 years 

of age, and foreigners younger than 65. All applicants 

must have worked at renowned universities outside China

• All applications to the Thousand Talents scheme go 

through your Chinese university employer.”
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https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-018-00538-z

Nature January 17, 2018

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-018-00538-z


Nondisclosure!
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“China’s most systematic channel for identifying foreign-

based non-traditional collectors is its … Thousand Talents 

Program (TTP) … aims to recruit leading overseas 

scientists … Official Chinese TTP websites list more than 

three hundred US government researchers and more than 

six hundred US corporate personnel who have accepted 

TTP money. In many cases, these individuals do not 

disclose receiving the TTP money to their employer, 

which for US government employees is illegal and for 

corporate personnel likely represents a conflict of interest 

that violates their employee agreement.”



Undisclosed Foreign Employment Agreements

• Time commitment – sometimes full-time

• Substantial funding for research (including start-up funds)

• Laboratory, equipment, personnel

• Signing bonus, salary, housing, other benefits

• Deliverables: training personnel, papers, patents/IP

• Chinese institution primary affiliation in publications 

• Creates conflicts of commitment (>100% effort), interest
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Undisclosed $11.7 Million China-Based Business
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https://inewsource.org/2019/07/06/thousand-talents-program-china-fbi-kang-zhang-ucsd/

https://inewsource.org/2019/07/06/thousand-talents-program-china-fbi-kang-zhang-ucsd/


FCOI Undisclosed
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Outcome to Date
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Peer Review Breach
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Thousand Talents Member

NIH Peer Reviewer

Favored PI

Different  NIH Peer 

Reviewer same 

Study Section

Confidential Information

Attempted Influence



Another Kind of Peer Review Breach
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Cancer Letter, April 26, 2019



Bottom Line: It Boils Down to Theft
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Cancer Letter, April 26, 2019



Types of Theft

• Employee theft – not clean legitimate recruitments

– Undisclosed outside employment contracts

– Excessive time away “on company time”

– Working for a competing employer “on company time”

• Theft from the public – distorted NIH funding decisions

• Theft of data, documents, know-how, identical applications

• Undisclosed COI – theft of proprietary information, “ip”

• Undisclosed FCOI – royalties, economic development theft

• Peer review breaches – theft of nascent ideas
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Other Preliminary Observations

• At least 120 scientists, not all ethnically Chinese

• 70+ institutions, many fields of biomedicine, all over US

• Nearly all in pre-clinical research

• Denials in spite of documents to the contrary

• Other explanations:

– “I allowed XXX to use my name as PI”

– “I knew nothing about this grant…”

– “I didn’t actually do the work…”
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Together We Must
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NIH and the U.S. biomedical research community at large have a vested 

interest in mitigating these unacceptable breaches of trust and 

confidentiality that undermine the integrity of U.S. biomedical research. 

1) improve accurate reporting of all sources of research support, financial 

interests, and affiliations; 

2) mitigate the risk to intellectual property security while continuing NIH’s 

long tradition of collaborations, including foreign scientists and 

institutions; and 

3) explore additional steps to protect the integrity of peer review.  



Growing Institutional Awareness
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https://www.research.psu.edu/international_affiliations

https://www.research.psu.edu/international_affiliations


Key Point: Encourage but be Transparent

• “While most international collaborations are acceptable and 

encouraged, we urge researchers to err on the side of transparency.”

• “It protects everyone’s interests – the Federal government, Penn 

State, individual researchers, and their international collaborators – to 

have international relationships disclosed and vetted to determine if 

there are any potential conflict of commitments, duplications of 

research, and/or diversion of intellectual property in the performance 

of federally funded research.”
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https://www.research.psu.edu/international_affiliations

https://www.research.psu.edu/international_affiliations


Great Work
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Actions Taken by Universities to Address Growing Concerns 
about Security Threats and Undue Foreign Influence on Campus

Updated - April 22, 2019

AAU and APLU are identifying and sharing practices that 
universities are employing to ensure the security of 
research, protect against intellectual property theft and 
academic espionage, and prevent actions or activities by 
foreign governments and/or other entities that seek to 
exert undue foreign influence or which infringe on core 
academic values (e.g. free speech, scientific integrity, etc.).



Closing Thoughts

• For NIH, a new type of threat

• Failure to disclose: COI, FCOI, and CoC

– Distorts funding decisions, contributes to hypercompetitive 

funding environment

• Extensive institutional outreach has yielded results

• Working closely with other agencies and stakeholders 

towards harmonized disclosure requirements

• Together, there is much more to do and learn
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Incomplete Thank You

• NIH

– Larry Tabak, Carrie Wolinetz, Jodi Black, 

Patricia Valdez, Sally Amero, Michelle 

Bulls, Julie Muroff, Kate Tapley, Mike 

Shannon, Bill Cullen, Liza Bundesen, 

Megan Columbus, Renate Myles, Katrina 

Pearson, Rick Ikeda, Jess Mazerik, 

Nicole Garbarini, Minna Liang, Francesca 

Bosetti, Tara Schwetz, others

• FBI, DOJ, DNI

– John Brown, Don Lichay, Tam Dao, 

Melody Hounsell, Jeff Stoff, others

• Non-federal organizations

– Wendy Streitz, Lisa Nichols, Sarah 

Rovito, Toby Smith, Lizbet Boroughs, 

Ross McKinney, Marcia McNutt, others

• DHHS

– Michael Schmoyer, Les Hollie, Francis 

Montoya, Justin Bidwell, Jason Scalzo, 

Adam Layton, others

• State

– Andrew Hebbeler, Megan Frisk, Staci 

Rijal, others

• OSTP and other research agencies

– Rebecca Keiser, Jeremy Ison, Bindu 

Nair, Helena Fu, Aaron Miles, others

• Dozens of VPRs and institutional 

compliance / integrity leaders
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