
 March 20, 2026 

The Honorable Orice Williams Brown
Acting Comptroller General of the United States 
U.S. Government Accountability Office 
441 G St. NW 
Washington, D.C. 20548 

Dear Acting Comptroller General Williams Brown, 

I write to respectfully request that the Government Accountability Office (GAO) review the 
economic, scientific, and national security impacts of reducing or eliminating federal support for 
scientific research at institutions of higher education.  

Colleges and universities are the backbone of our research enterprise. In 2021, institutions of 
higher education conducted 44% of the basic research performed in the United States.1  

In the first year of the Trump Administration, more than 4,000 research grants were terminated 
across 600 colleges and universities, reflecting between $6.9 and $8.2 billion in lost funding.2 
These cuts have forced universities to lay off research staff and abandon years of work on 
projects ranging from cancer treatment to public health surveillance.3  

• The University of Vermont is facing the potential loss of a $3.4 million grant from the
Department of Energy to examine regional renewable power generation.4

• Harvard University had more than $2.7 billion in federal research funding terminated or
frozen over the course of the past year. Budget cuts and freezes at the University have
interrupted clinical trials and led to layoffs on research teams.5

1 U.S. National Science Foundation | National Science Board, National Center for Science and Engineering 
Statistics (NCSES) Academic Research and Development (October 5, 2023) (online at 
https://ncses.nsf.gov/pubs/nsb202326#utm_source)  

2  Center for American Progress, Mapping Federal Funding Cuts to U.S. Colleges and Universities (July 
23, 2025) (online at https://www.americanprogress.org/article/mapping-federal-funding-cuts-to-us-colleges-and-
universities/)  

3 Scientific American, U.S. Budget Cuts Are Robbing Early-Career Scientists of Their Future (July 3, 2025) 
(online at https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/how-trumps-federal-funding-cuts-are-hurting-early-career-
researchers-and/)  

4  VTDigger, Department of Energy nixes UVM, Beta grants in series of cuts mostly hitting Democratic 
U.S. House districts, (Oct. 3, 2025) (online at https://vtdigger.org/2025/10/03/department-of-energy-nixes-uvm-beta-
grants-in-series-of-cuts-mostly-hitting-democratic-u-s-house-districts/)   

5  The Harvard Crimson, After a Semester of Catastrophic Federal Cuts, Researchers at Harvard Are in a 
‘Survival State’ (May 28, 2025) (online at https://www.thecrimson.com/article/2025/5/28/survival-state-of-
research/)  
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• Columbia University laid off nearly 180 research staff after the Trump Administration 
cancelled federal grants and contracts.6  

• The Administration has sought to impose a 15% cap on indirect rates—costs associated 
with the infrastructure that supports research—for National Institutes of Health (NIH) 
grants to research institutions. Capping indirect costs at this level would cut $5 billion 
annually from university-based research nationwide.7 

 
In addition to cutting research funding for higher education, the Trump Administration has 
reduced scientific research funding across federal agencies. As of September 2025, the National 
Science Foundation had awarded over $650 million less in funding than previous years.8 NIH is 
$1.5 billion behind in obligating grant funds compared to 2024 levels.9 Historically, the NIH has 
awarded 82% of its funding for extramural research. Nearly 50,000 competitive grants are 
awarded to more than 300,000 researchers at 2,500 universities and other research institutions in 
every state across the nation.10  
 
The Trump Administration’s research cuts have significant economic impacts. For every one 
dollar of NIH-funded research, $2.56 in new economic activity is created.11 Experts have 
estimated that cuts to NIH and NSF will reduce U.S. economic output by between $10 and $16 
billion annually. The Center for American Progress estimates that the proposed reductions at the 
NIH alone could result in 70,000 jobs lost.12  
 

 
6  Reuters, Columbia University lays off nearly 180 researchers due to Trump funding cuts, (May 6, 2025) 

(online at https://www.reuters.com/world/us/columbia-university-lays-off-nearly-180-researchers-due-trump-
funding-cuts-2025-05-06/)  

7  Health Affairs Scholar, The financial impact of NIH's indirect cost cap on higher education research 
(May 2, 2025) (online at 
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC12152721/#:~:text=This%20policy%20change%20threatens%20to,of%20
NIH's%20contested%20policy%20change.) 

8  Minority Staff, Senate Committee on Appropriations, Trump’s Unprecedented Funding Freeze Hits 
Communities Across America (Sept. 8, 2025) (online at https://www.appropriations.senate.gov/trumps-
unprecedented-funding-freeze-hits-communities-across-america). 

9  In August 2025, the GAO found that the Administration had violated the Impoundment Control Act of 
1974 by illegally impounding NIH funding. The impoundment stalled roughly 16,000 grant applications competing 
for $1.5 billion in federal funding U.S. Senate Committee on Appropriations, Trump Illegally Blocking NIH 
Funding, Top Government Watchdog Concludes, August 8, 2025, online at ). 
https://www.appropriations.senate.gov/news/minority/trump-illegally-blocking-nih-funding-top-government-
watchdog-concludes).  

10 National Institutes of Health, Budget, (June 13, 2025) (online at https://www.nih.gov/about-
nih/organization/budget#:~:text=Research%20for%20the%20People,research%20institutions%20in%20every%20st
ate.).  

11  National Institutes of Health, Direct Economic Contributions (April 18, 2025) (online at 
https://www.nih.gov/about-nih/impact-nih-research/serving-society/direct-economic-contributions).   

12  Center for American Progress, Mapping Federal Funding Cuts to U.S. Colleges and Universities (July 
23, 2025) (online at https://www.americanprogress.org/article/mapping-federal-funding-cuts-to-us-colleges-and-
universities/).  
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Research funding cuts also risk American scientific leadership and national security. The United 
States already ranks towards the bottom of Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) countries in investments in academic research—reflecting only 0.2% of 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP).13  While the Trump Administration has cut federally funded 
research, other countries have increased their public investment in research and emerging 
technologies.14  
 
Given the central role that federally funded research conducted at institutions of higher education 
plays in sustaining scientific research in the United States, I respectfully request that GAO 
examine the following:  
 

1) The full scope and scale of federal reductions to research programs at colleges and 
universities across the country.   

a. Please include changes in grant availability, eligibility, competitive awards, 
training programs, and facility funding.   

2) The current and projected impacts of reduced federal investment in academic research 
funding on research output, scientific workforce development, and institutional capacity 
between FY25 and FY30.   

3) The effects of diminished academic research funding on U.S. global competitiveness, 
especially among developed countries that are actively increasing their public investment 
in science and innovation.   

4) The economic, technological, and national security risks associated with reductions in 
campus-based scientific research.   
 

A report from the GAO will provide Congress with critical insight as Congress considers 
legislative and budgetary actions to safeguard America’s leadership in science and technology 
against partisan attacks.  
 
I look forward to working with you to conduct oversight into this important issue. If you have 
any questions about this request, please have your staff contact my office.  

 
Sincerely, 

 
 

 
       Peter Welch 

United States Senator 

 
13  Information Technology and Innovation Foundation, America is Falling Behind on University Research 

(May 16, 2025) (online at: https://itif.org/publications/2025/05/16/america-is-falling-behind-on-university-
research/).  

14 The New York Times, As Trump’s Policies Worry Scientists, France and Others Put Out a Welcome Mat, 
(March 25, 2025) (online at https://www.nytimes.com/2025/03/25/europe-trump-science-
research.html#:~:text=In%20the%20Netherlands%2C%20the%20minister,and%20Melissa%20Eddy%20from%20B
erlin.)  
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