
 

 

February 4, 2022 

Chairwoman Patty Murray 

154 Russell Senate Office Building 

Washington, D.C. 20510 

 

Ranking Member Richard Burr 

217 Russell Senate Office Building 

Washington, D.C. 20510 

 

RE: Discussion Draft of Pandemic and Public Health Preparedness and Response Bill 

The American Society for Biochemistry and Molecular Biology is an international nonprofit scientific 

and educational organization that represents more than 12,000 students, researchers, educators and 

industry professionals. The ASBMB strongly advocates for strengthening the science, technology, 

engineering and mathematics (STEM) workforce, supporting sustainable funding for the American 

research enterprise, and ensuring diversity, equity and inclusion in STEM. 

The ASBMB applauds Chairwoman Patty Murray, D-Wash., and Ranking Member Richard Burr, R-

N.C., for releasing the discussion draft of the Prepare for and Respond to Existing Viruses, Emerging 

New Threats and Pandemics Act (PREVENT Pandemics Act). This is a vital bill that would strengthen 

U.S. public health institutions, improve interagency coordination and ensure that Americans are 

prepared for pandemics. 

In addition to provisions under Title III, Accelerating Research and Countermeasure Discovery, the 

ASBMB strongly recommends including language in this bill to (1) establish the Advanced Research 

Projects Agency for Health as an autonomous agency, (2) strengthen the STEM workforce to sustain the 

American research enterprise and (3) invest in research infrastructure at federal facilities, minority-

serving institutions, and emerging research institutions.  

Establishing the Advanced Research Projects Agency for Health 

The creation of ARPA-H would accelerate extraordinary scientific breakthroughs in human disease, and 

the ASBMB supports this effort to fund translational and interdisciplinary scientific research. However, 

as we’ve recommend before, the agency must be codified in a way that ensures its autonomy, 

independence and accountability. Research at ARPA-H should supplement and not supplant important 

fundamental investigator-initiated discovery research sponsored by federal agencies, such as the 

National Institutes of Health and the National Science Foundation.  

The structure of ARPA-H must be independent from other agencies, the research priorities of ARPA-H 

must be narrow and targeted, and the funding for ARPA-H must be separate and independent from 

funding for the NIH. ARPA-H will thrive under these conditions and make a significant impact on 

scientific research and the larger innovation pipeline within the American research enterprise, thereby 

preparing the U.S. for future pandemics. 

Strengthening the STEM workforce 
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Policymakers must include long-term solutions to strengthen the STEM pipeline and expand science-

related opportunities for Americans and international students and scholars. According to the National 

Academies, insufficient federal funding for U.S. universities and biological sciences training programs 

has the potential to diminish America’s ability to produce and retain a skilled technical workforce. 

Without a skilled research workforce, the U.S. cannot sufficiently conduct the discovery research needed 

to understand viruses, their origins, treatments and transmission. 

There are numerous issues preventing the U.S. from strengthening its STEM workforce, such as the 

unequal distribution of federal research investments that amplifies systemic inequities, hostile 

workforces and pathways throughout the scientific ecosystem, and outdated visa and immigration 

policies that dissuade, rather than attract, international talent. Furthermore, the STEM workforce 

pipeline is not uniform in adequately preparing Ph.Ds. for the diverse careers paths that employ the 

majority of recent doctoral graduates, such as public and private biotechnology companies that 

contribute significantly to the innovation of vaccines and treatments for disease, as demonstrated during 

the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The ASBMB urges Congress to sustainably invest in scientific research by boosting federal grants that 

aim to fix systemic inequities; create and expand programs aimed at early-career researchers and STEM 

students; ensure that underrepresented minorities and scientists with disabilities have equal opportunities 

in science and science-related fields; and modernize visa and immigration policies to attract and retain 

international talent.  

In addition, to increase career-readiness for diverse career paths, STEM graduate students and 

postdoctoral scholars should have increased access to experiential learning opportunities (i.e., internship 

programs) that expose them to, train them for, and help them establish networks within nonacademic 

career paths of their choosing. The ASBMB urges Congress to allocate funds to the NIH to restart the 

NIH BEST Awards program and extend funding for similar programs, which funds awardee sites at 

institutions of higher education to broaden graduate and postdoctoral training opportunities for trainees 

who wish to pursue nonacademic career paths. The COVID-19 pandemic has underscored the 

importance of nonacademic science-related positions, such as lab technicians, industry professionals, 

regulatory professionals and science communicators. 

In order to be fully prepared for future pandemics, congressional leaders and policymakers must support 

the STEM workers — in all their forms. This support will ensure that the American research enterprise 

retains talented STEM professionals, ultimately leading to therapies and cures for the important health 

challenges of our time. 

Investing in research infrastructure 

The ASBMB recommends that Congress invest in modernizing research infrastructure across the federal 

government and with research institutions, as recommended by the National Science and Technology 

Council. Federal investments in research infrastructure programs have dropped since the 1970s and, as a 

result, federal agencies are in need of funds to modernize their research facilities and networks. 

Programs like the NSF Sustaining Infrastructure for Biological Research Program and the Department of 

https://www.nap.edu/catalog/25525/safeguarding-the-bioeconomy
https://www.nap.edu/catalog/25525/safeguarding-the-bioeconomy
https://www.aps.org/policy/analysis/upload/Building-America-STEM-workforce.pdf
https://www.sciencepolicyjournal.org/uploads/5/4/3/4/5434385/martinez-orengo_etal_jspg_19-1.pdf
https://www.sciencepolicyjournal.org/article_1038126_jspg190108.html
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https://commonfund.nih.gov/workforce
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Energy Science Laboratories Infrastructure program need to be updated to keep pace with emerging 

technologies and new equipment.  

National labs across the country and research institutions have proved to be vital in responding to the 

COVID-19 pandemic and keeping the country safe. For example, the Sandia National Laboratories have 

been instrumental in helping healthcare workers stay safe while testing people for COVID-19 and 

producing powerful disinfectants to neutralize the SARS-CoV-2 virus. The Frederick National 

Laboratory for Cancer Research helped address the need for accurate coronavirus antibody testing.  

In addition to investing in the national lab system, historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs), 

minority-serving institutions (MSIs), and emerging research institutions (ERIs) are in desperate need of 

research infrastructure funds to support expanding their science-related programs. According to a 2018 

Government Accountability Office report, 46% of HBCUs reported that their building spaces need 

repair or replacement. The report also found that HBCUs have faced significant challenges acquiring the 

robust revenue needed to undertake infrastructure projects.  

As leading institutions researching health disparities, made ever more dire by the COVID-19 pandemic, 

HBCUs, MSIs, and ERIs must have access to funding to invest in new facilities, repair existing 

buildings, and purchase new instrumentation to better accommodate STEM majors and train the next 

generation of scientists and physicians. Investing in new facilities, repairing research labs, and providing 

funding to obtain new instrumentation at MSIs, HBCUs, and ERIs will expand opportunities for students 

at those institutions and, ultimately, promote diversity and equity in STEM to enhance innovation and 

problem-solving and prime the American research enterprise for success in combating pandemic-

causing pathogens. 

https://science.osti.gov/opm/Science-Laboratories-Infrastructure
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