These 5 words have killed millions in grants
and advanced Trump’s agenda

An obscure regulation covering federal grants is being deployed by Trump’s
appointees to terminate grants unilaterally across the government.
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In the waning days of the first Trump administration, new language went into effect in
an obscure regulation covering federal grants. The change appeared to give the
government the right to torpedo a grant in the middle of a project with little
justification, even if the recipients were doing exactly what the government had told
them to do.

The revision in November 2020 by Trump’s Office of Management and Budget stated
that, “to the greatest extent authorized by law,” a grant could be pulled if it “no longer
effectuates the program goals or agency priorities.”

In the middle of a pandemic and a contentious election, not many people noticed the
change in language buried inside a regulation like 2 CFR 200.340(a)(2). Now, after
lurking mostly beneath the radar, five consequential words — “no longer effectuates
agency priorities” — are being deployed by Trump’s appointees to kill grants
unilaterally across the government and advance the president’s political agenda.

The State Department suspended refugee resettlement grants in letters that say “this
award no longer effectuates agency priorities,” according to lawsuits filed in federal
court.

Multiple National Institutes of Health letters obtained by The Washington Post say
grants are being terminated because they “no longer effectuate agency priorities.”

At the Department of Education, grants supporting programs that include diversity,
equity and inclusion initiatives have been canceled because each award is
“inconsistent with, and no longer effectuates, Department priorities” according to
termination letters in lawsuits.
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The sweeping grant cancellations have halted hundreds of millions of dollars in
federal research funding already. Massive budget cuts promised by the Trump
administration could further put research labs in jeopardy, leave universities in limbo
and upend federally supported education programs.

“This is all uncharted waters because no agency has ever relied on that Trump-era
language to my knowledge to terminate awards, certainly not on a mass basis to
nullify entire statutory programs,” said Daniel Jacobson, the general counsel of OMB
under the Biden administration who is now in private practice representing plaintiffs
challenging grant terminations.

The total number of grants killed with this justification is not known, but at least
hundreds of millions of dollars in federal funding have been halted. An internal NIH
email obtained by The Post last week said that about 950 grants had just been flagged
for termination.

It’s unclear if these actions will stand, with lawsuits proliferating. Several lawyers
pointed out that the termination letters ignore an important phrase: the terminations
can only happen “to the greatest extent authorized by law.”

“In a huge number of these cases, what’s going on is termination of grants for policy
reasons that are inconsistent with policy judgments made by Congress,” said Samuel
Bagenstos, a law professor at the University of Michigan who served as general
counsel for the Health and Human Services department under Biden.

Cutting off the grants is one of the tools being used to realign the federal government
around Trump’s priorities, including targeting liberal college campuses and stopping
diversity initiatives. Some letters reveal more detail about the administration’s
reasoning. Reasons include ending certain work no longer viewed as beneficial to the
American people or cutting off work considered discriminatory against people based
on race, sex, religion or other attributes.

The White House, NIH and the Department of Health and Human Services did not
offer detailed answers to questions sent by The Post.

“HHS is terminating funding of research grants that are not aligned with HHS and
NIH priorities,” Andrew Nixon, a spokesman for HHS said in an email. “Projects like
studying transgender mice do not improve the health or wellbeing of Americans. HHS
will continue to prioritize productive and meaningful research to deliver on our
mandate to Make America Healthy Again.”



Universities feel pain of overnight grant cancellations

Anthony Ferrante and Dympna Gallagher are co-directors of the New York Nutrition
and Obesity Research Center at Columbia University, the first obesity research center
in the country. Since last July, their team has been preparing a grant application to
renew the center’s five-year grant — a more than 1,000-page document due in June.

On the night of Monday, March 10, they learned that the 44-year-old center’s funding
had been pulled.

A letter to the Columbia provost obtained by The Post said grants were being
terminated because “these awards no longer effectuate agency priorities.”

Getting an NIH grant is a highly competitive process. There are multiple layers of
review by experts. Most applications are rejected. Termination has traditionally been a
rare event, triggered by a specific reason such as a compliance issue — for example, a
researcher found culpable of misconduct. The cancellation process is typically
bilateral, in which the agency and the institution overseeing the researcher come to an
agreement.

What’s happening now are unilateral cancellations. Agencies are simply pulling the
plug.

The process has been rushed and imprecise, according to NIH officials familiar with
the process who spoke on the condition of anonymity because they are not authorized
to share information.

Grants are getting killed “without any scientific input anywhere. It is purely political,”
said a member of a senior leadership team at a large NIH institute. “The science in
this country is going to be destroyed if you can change what the priorities are going to
be every four years. You can’t do science that way.”

HHS deputy press secretary Emily G. Hilliard said in an email that the agency is
following the administration’s guidance to support the president’s broader efforts to
restructure and streamline the federal government.

“This 1s to ensure that HHS better serves the American people at the highest and most
efficient standard,” Hilliard said in an email.



The $1.2 million-per-year Nutrition and Obesity Research Center was one of several
hundred Columbia grants to lose funding. The center provides technical and
infrastructure support for more than 100 faculty. That includes equipment that can
precisely measure human body composition across the lifespan, such as fat
distribution and content and human energy expenditure — something best done in a
centralized manner, rather than lab by lab. There are 16 staff whose salaries are partly
supported by the grant, and their jobs are now at risk.

Ferrante said he remembers the excitement he had as a young scientist. He is worried
about his younger colleagues: “I just hope that in talking to them every day, in
reassuring them that the science is still there, there’s science to still do, questions to
answer.”

Grant terminations are only one of the ways the administration is abruptly cutting off
lines of funding. The administration sought to drastically reduce the “facilities and
administrative” costs NIH gives to support the overhead cost of doing science, a cut
that has been halted by a preliminary injunction. Contracts have been terminated. At
Columbia — and dozens of universities that have been put on notice that they are
being investigated for alleged antisemitic discrimination under Title VI of the Civil
Rights Act — institutions are being threatened with mass grant cancellations.

“Supporting research in such an environment is plainly inconsistent with NIH’s
priorities and raison d’etre of funding and championing the very best American
research and educational institutions,” the NIH letter to Columbia reads.

Failure to kill sex-ed programs paved path for sweeping cuts
The grant-language revision backstory begins in 2017. That year, the Trump
administration tried to kill more than $200 million in federal grants for programs
aimed at decreasing teen pregnancy rates.

The program no longer fit the administration’s priorities, because officials at the
Department of Health and Human Services favored abstinence-first approaches to sex
education. But the administration lost five cases in court. The legal arguments were
complex, but in part depended on the regulations for how to terminate a grant —
which at the time specified that a grant could be terminated “for cause.”

In May 2018, District Court Judge Ketanji Brown Jackson — who would later be
elevated by Biden to the U.S. Supreme Court — found that HHS had terminated the
grants “without any explanation whatsoever, much less the ‘for cause’ finding that the
agency’s own regulations prescribe.”
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The Trump administration appears to have learned from that judicial setback. In
January 2020, Trump’s OMB proposed revisions to the guidance for grants and
agreements. Among the many changes: striking out the “for cause” language, and
replacing it with “if an award no longer effectuates the program goals or agency
priorities.”

Some observers of the rule revision were concerned about the potential consequences.

“Everyone of course was nervous about” the change to language in 2020, said Cindy
Hope, director of Costing and Financial Compliance at the Council on Governmental
Relations, an association of research institutions and academic medical centers.

“At the time, we thought if they had legitimate cause to terminate an award, there
were already pathways to do that in an appropriate way,” she said. “So even if they
were only going to use this judiciously, there was a concern: What if they decided not
to use it judiciously? Which seems to be where we are now.”

Biden became the chief executive a months after the rule change went into effect, but
his administration did not take action on the changed OMB regulation until 2024. In
October 2023, the administration proposed a rule that would strike the “no longer
effectuates™ language completely. Rule changes are a process that takes months to
implement. Ultimately, the final version of the guidance kept the language, with a
modification stipulating that a grant could not be terminated on such grounds unless
this was clearly and unambiguously stated in the grant award.

Few people in government and research circles could have anticipated how
aggressively the second Trump administration would go after federal grants.

“The assumption is always the government is acting in good faith,” said Ted Waters, a
managing partner at Feldesman Leifer, who represents plaintiffs suing the Trump
administration. “Never thinking that you would then just use it to really end a huge
percent of the grant program.”

He added, “A lot of lessons have been learned in the last few months.”
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