Nnited States Denate

WASHINGTON, DC 20510

May 20, 2025

Michael Kratsios

Director of the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue NW

Washington, DC 20500

Dear Director Kratsios:

We write regarding the ongoing chaos and upheaval at the National Science Foundation (NSF)
and its impact on the future of scientific research and innovation in the United States. As the
Director of the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy (OSTP), and Science
Advisor to President Trump you are charged with “empowering researchers to achieve
groundbreaking discoveries” and safeguarding U.S. leadership in science.' The NSF provides
funding and support for tens of thousands of projects that address national challenges in
engineering like resilient infrastructure and smart manufacturing,” advanced computing research
to develop technology for next generation communications and cybersecurity,’ fundamental
research in molecular and cellular biology that enables new drug discovery and disease
treatment,* and many more cutting edge research projects across scientific disciplines.’
Therefore, we write to seek answers regarding why the Trump administration has led the agency
into such disarray.

On February 12, 2025 we wrote to the NSF inquiring about the recent disruptions to NSF grant
funding, and the impact of these disruptions on research institutions in Massachusetts.® In
response to our letter, the NSF told our offices that “the agency has not stopped working, in fact,
we have continued to make significant progress over the past few weeks.”” But this appears to be
a misleading response — and a reversal of your own commitment to advancing a Research and
Development (R&D) agenda, “including NSF funding, that ensures that the United States leads
the world in fundamental scientific and technological advances to improve the lives of all
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Americans.” In fact, new information we have obtained through public data, reporting, and
constituent outreach, indicates that the NSF has significantly cut back on its activity—in what
appears to be defiance of court orders—reversing years of progress and endangering the nation’s
scientific future.

Since the beginning of the Trump Administration, the NSF appears to have awarded fewer new
grants than in any of the five preceding years,’ announced that it would be returning all approved
grant proposals back to the review stage,' terminated more than 1,400 existing grants,' frozen
all new grant funding actions “until further notice,”'? and moved to cap the indirect cost rate—
the percentage of NSF grants that institutions are able to spend on administrative and operational
costs like facilities and equipment costs—at 15 percent."

In its April 4, 2025 response to our offices, the NSF claimed that “staff have led more than 450
merit review panels, made over 700 awards, including nearly 100 CAREER awards, and
disbursed over $1.7 billion dollars in funds across the country,”' but did not provide any time
frame to put these numbers in context. To the contrary, based on our staff’s review of publicly
available data on new awards, the 2025 grant cycle appears to be falling far behind typical
years." These cuts are consistent with reports from NSF-funded research institutions in
Massachusetts, who report receiving up to 45% fewer NSF grants in 2025 than in the same time
period during the 2024 grant cycle.'® Neither publicly available data, nor the NSF’s response to
our letter gave any reassurance that these or other grants were reviewed and awarded as they
should have been. To make things worse, on April 16, 2025, the NSF announced that all
previously approved awards would be returned for an unprecedented—and unexplained—second
round of reviews.'” Subsequent reporting suggested that a new NSF policy would prohibit the
granting of new research funds, as well as the incremental funding of existing grants.'®
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In addition to the cuts in new grants, the NSF has terminated hundreds of existing grants.
According to a statement on the NSF website, recent court orders that prohibit the freezing or
blocking of funding “do not impact the ongoing review of NSF’s award portfolio to identify
active grants in the context of recent Executive Orders (EOs). NSF will continue the
comprehensive review of its award portfolio.”" Yet, the NSF failed to provide information about
its process for determining which existing grants are impacted by the Trump Administration’s
EOs, or even which EOs they are referring to. And, just two weeks after the NSF responded to
our offices assuring us that progress continued, “what could be more than $1 billion in grants
already awarded” were terminated without warning, with claims that at least 400 active awards
were “not aligned with NSF’s priorities.”® This was despite the fact that a federal judge issued
an order to the NSF to “[n]ot pause, freeze, impede, block, cancel, or terminate...awards and
obligations,” calling such actions “unlawful.”*' The cancelled grants were supposed to fund
research into topics like misinformation on social media, broadening access to STEM education,
and international partnerships for mitigating climate change impacts.*

Across the state of Massachusetts, over 250 grants have been canceled, and the looming
uncertainty of the future of the NSF is hurting key research programs. > One Massachusetts
research institution that spoke with our offices said they have had to reduce their incoming class
size by 50 percent for certain scientific programs due to funding cuts, pauses, and ongoing
uncertainty.?* Other institutions are scrambling to find the funds to support graduate students
who have lost NSF funding.” The NSF’s recent announcement that it will cap indirect cost rates
at 15 percent will be a further hit to institutions, and has been characterized as “short-sighted and
ultimately against the nation’s interests.”*
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To top things off, on April 24, 2025, NSF Director Panchanathan stepped down, leaving the
agency leaderless and without a clear future.?”” This was followed by reporting on the NSF
“plunging into deeper turmoil” with a forthcoming decision to abolish the agency’s 37 divisions
and undertake a massive organizational restructuring that will involve the laying off of an
unspecified number of staff.® Reporting on Panchanathan’s unexpected departure suggests that
looming reductions in budget and staffing at the recommendation of the Department of
Government Efficiency (DOGE) had made his situation untenable.” If the reports are accurate,
this departure represents a clear rebuke of the Trump Administration’s approach to the U.S.
science enterprise.

We remain deeply alarmed about the status of the grant review and funding process at the NSF,
and the impacts of these disruptions on the hundreds of thousands of students, postdocs, and
faculty who depend on federal science funding.”® As Director of OSTP, it is your job to oversee
the U.S. “science and technology policy agenda” and safeguard U.S. leadership in science.’’
Given the critical importance of NSF funding to scientific progress in in Massachusetts and
across the country, we urge you to work with the NSF and The White House to reverse the
Trump Administration’s budget cuts and the chaos the administration has created, and we ask
that you provide answers to the following questions by June 3, 2025:

1. During your confirmation hearing, in response to a question about steep NSF budget cuts,
you said that you “look[ed] forward to advancing an R&D agenda, including NSF
funding, that ensures that the United States leads the world in fundamental scientific and
technological advances to improve the lives of all Americans.”* Recent reporting
indicates that the NSF might be forced to accept a “55% cut to the agency’s $9 billion
budget next year and fire half its 1700-person staff.”*

a. To your knowledge, are these reports accurate?

b. What steps have you taken since assuming your position to ensure that the NSF
receives adequate funding?

c. Who do you plan to work with at the NSF to ensure that the forthcoming budget
has adequate funding for science?
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3 of its award portfolio, to

2. Currently, the NSF is undertaking a “comprehensive review
ensure compliance with President Trump’s EOs.

a. Are you aware of the criteria being used to evaluate these proposals?

b. How do you plan to ensure that the direction of federal science and technology
research investments are rooted in sound science and the rigors of scientific peer
review?

c. Who do you plan to work with at the NSF to ensure that review is conducted
transparently and expediently?

3. Reporting indicates that all previously approved grants have been returned to program
officers for a second round of reviews.*

a. Are you aware of the criteria being used to evaluate these proposals?

b. How do you plan to ensure that the U.S. scientific enterprise adheres to the
accepted standards of scientific peer review?

c. Who do you plan to work with at the NSF to ensure that this sort of secondary
review is not necessary in the future?

4. Reporting indicates that a forthcoming NSF policy will prohibit the granting of new
research funds and incremental funding of existing grants.*

a. To your knowledge, are these reports accurate?

b. Do you plan to work with the NSF to ensure that new research funding is granted?
If so, on what timeline do you plan to ensure new funding becomes available? If
not, how do you plan to advance the U.S. R&D agenda without supporting the
scientists who do the work?

5. Reporting indicates that an upcoming reorganization of the NSF will abolish existing
divisions, directorates, and result in a large number of employees being laid off or
reassigned.”’

a. To your knowledge, is this reporting accurate?

b. Which divisions or directorates do you consider essential to ensure U.S.
leadership in science?

6. For each of the following EOs, please describe how the order should change the nation’s
posture and priorities on scientific research:

Protecting the American People Against Invasion

Reevaluating and Realigning United States Foreign Aid

Putting America First in International Environmental Agreements

Unleashing American Energy

Ending Radical and Wasteful Government DEI Programs and Preferencing

Defending Women from Gender Ideology Extremism and Restoring Biological

Truth to the Federal Government

g. Enforcing the Hyde Amendment

e RN TR
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7. To your knowledge, what are the current shortfalls in NSF grants awarded between
January 2025 and today as compared to this same period in previous years? How do you
think this shortfall will threaten to undermine the empowerment of “researchers to
achieve groundbreaking discoveries”?**

8. Who do you plan to work with at the NSF to ensure that recent lapses and shortfalls in
funding at the NSF don’t threaten U.S. leadership in science?

9. Regarding the recent decision to cap NSF’s indirect cost rates at 15 percent for all new
grants,” how do you think such a decision empowers our nation’s research institutions,
scientists, and educators?

10. To your knowledge, what are the current personnel and timeline plans for filling the
vacant NSF Director position?

11. Until the NSF Director position is filled, who is responsible for the direction of the
agency?

We look forward to your responses.

Sincerely,
ElizAbeth Warren Edward J. Markey
United States Senator United States Senator
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