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in Europe and in many countries across
the world, where most universities are
public and faculty are state employees.

Scientists affiliated with government-
funded institutions can seek other modes
of entry to UNEP meetings, such as joining
national delegations or nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs). However, participat-
ing in this manner undermines scientists’
ability to operate independently given that
their true affiliations might be obscured.
In addition, because some NGOs might be
branded as activists (i.e., viewed as biased),
the credibility of scientists’ policy recom-
mendations may be questioned (7).

A preferable option for scientists affili-
ated with government-funded institutions
is to register through accreditation not
directly with UNEP, but under multilat-
eral environmental agreements, such as
the Basel, Rotterdam, and Stockholm
(BRS) Conventions. This option is avail-
able to everyone but underused. Because
the requirements are less stringent, sci-
entists are more likely to gain eligibility.
Institutions can also register through this
process. UNEP should make this option
more visible and accessible.

Scientists with no conflicts of interest
must be given the ability to participate in
and contribute to effective, comprehensive,
and equitable outcomes. To facilitate the
admittance of such scientists, UNEP—with
the support of member states—should
accept universities as independent, self-
governed entities that can be directly
accredited. Academic institutions should
support their employees in these processes.
Improving the accessibility of global nego-
tiating processes will allow independent
scientists, whose trusted collective knowl-
edge is essential in securing a path toward
a sustainable future, to participate fully in
policy negotiations.
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Evaluating peer
review at NIH

The National Institutes of Health (NTH), in
an effort to ensure equity and reduce bias,
has proposed a plan to change how grant
proposals are peer reviewed (7). However,
the proposed changes do not address previ-
ous evidence about bias in the peer review
process, and the agency has not specified
how it plans to evaluate progress. NITH
should ensure that the policies and prac-
tices that control the conduct and commu-
nication of grant reviews are informed by
evidence and subject to accountability.

The NIH’s Center for Scientific Review
(CSR) has published research showing that
Black applicants are less likely than white
applicants to receive funding for compara-
ble proposals because of bias in peer scoring
(2). CSR then designed and implemented
a randomized experimental study demon-
strating that double-blinding the review
process would reduce that bias (3). An inde-
pendent analysis of NIH grant funding over
the past 30 years also shows persistent ineq-
uities related to gender, race, and ethnicity
in the awarding of grants (4). However, the
proposed grant review policy does not men-
tion race or diversity, equity, and inclusion.

Instead, it aims to reduce reputational bias
and enable reviewers to focus on scientific
merit through a modest reorganization of
scoring criteria.

Neither the proposal nor its accompany-
ing report (5) provides a rationale for the
specific changes or plans for future evalua-
tion. The report identifies persistent racial
disparities in funding but does not explain
how the changes will alleviate them. It
cites no external research and describes no
internal evidence that supports the pro-
posed policies. Although NIH committed
to “continuous review” of peer review after
making policy changes in 2012, the evalua-
tion consisted only of satisfaction surveys
and ceased after 3 years (6).

‘We should not expect NIH’s system
to be optimal, nor that all changes to its
operational science policies will succeed.
However, the scientific community should
expect NIH to build on scientific research,
communicate its aims and rationale, and
include (and fund) assessment mecha-
nisms. The community should understand
the changes’ goals and how NIH will accu-
mulate knowledge about what does and
does not work.
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