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Dear Senator Cassidy,

As the Chairman of the Senate Committee on Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions (HELP
Committee), you have the responsibility of evaluating the fitness of the President’s nominee for
the Director of the National Science Foundation (NSF). I write today to urge you to hold a public
hearing on the nomination of Jim O’Neill, who President Trump tapped for the role on March 2,
2026.!

The past year and a half has been tumultuous for NSF as it navigated the early departure of the
previous Director,? a sudden eviction from its built-for-purpose headquarters,® a major
reorganization after a 35 percent reduction in staff,*> and the unprecedented firing of the entire
National Science Board.® Since last April, the agency has been without a Presidentially
appointed leader, and chaos has ensued. The agency has made reckless decisions that have
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wreaked havoc on the scientific community, and a number of those actions have been
subsequently undone either by court orders or by the agency’s own erratic, reactionary decision
making.”-® It would be a huge mistake to rubber stamp the President’s nominee for Director
without a public assessment of whether Mr. O’Neill has the expertise and the temperament to
lead the agency into steadier times ahead, for the sake of NSF employees, the scientific
community, and American taxpayers.

Frankly, Mr. O’Neill is largely untested on matters related to stewarding the crown jewel of this
nation’s scientific enterprise. This makes it all the more crucial that he appears before the HELP
Committee in a public fashion. If confirmed, Mr. O’Neill would be the first Director in NSF’s
76-year history who is not a scientist or an engineer, as he lacks both a technical degree and any
research experience. The few things we do know about Mr. O’Neill on matters of science leave
much to be examined before entrusting him with such a weighty responsibility. In 2020, Mr.
O’Neill pushed for the use of unproven treatments for COVID-19 such as ivermectin and
hydroxychloroquine — of course, this is an exercise of Mr. O’Neill’s right to free speech, but such
evidence-free blustering could be catastrophic if it were to come from the mouth of a Senate-
confirmed Director of the nation’s preeminent scientific agency.’

Mr. O’Neill has already served a brief stint as a public servant during this Administration, and
the six months he spent at the helm of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
cause me deep concern about his decision making. In December 2025, during his tenure, the
CDC announced a sole-source award of $1.6 million to an unsolicited Danish research proposal
to conduct a deeply unethical study on infants in Guinea-Bissau.'? The study’s purpose was
clearly to bolster Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy, Jr.’s, anti-vaccine
agenda. While this Administration makes sweeping declarations about the value of “gold-
standard science,” Secretary Kennedy and Acting Director O’Neill chose to direct taxpayer
money to a research group that has been hotly criticized for publishing nonreproducible work
that has been repeatedly debunked.!! You are a medical doctor and a longtime proponent of
vaccines that have been proven safe and effective, such as the hepatitis B vaccine that would
have been the focus of this misguided and expensive endeavor. The American people deserve a
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public hearing where you and your HELP colleagues drill down on Mr. O’Neill’s involvement in
this deeply unscientific, unethical, wasteful decision that happened while he was leading the
CDC; though Guinea-Bissau’s government halted the study, we must not ignore the fact that U.S.
decision makers were going to allow it to happen, at significant cost to American taxpayers.'> As
Director of NSF, awarding taxpayer money to meritorious, ethical research will be a critical part
of Mr. O’Neill’s job. This attempt to fund this anti-vaccine study raises questions about Mr.
O’Neill’s fitness for such a role, and I implore you to publicly examine his involvement in this
decision.

During Mr. O’Neill’s tenure at CDC, you did call for rejecting scientific decision making that
emerged from illegitimate processes. When the Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices
sought to meet last September after being reconstituted with anti-vaccine crusaders, you
demanded that the committee postpone their meeting amidst the “current turmoil in CDC
leadership.”!® I ask that you use your power at the helm of the HELP Committee to elicit
commitments of seriousness and deference to scientific expertise from Mr. O’Neill. Our global
scientific leadership, and the responsible and ethical use of taxpayer dollars, depends on it.

S

Zoe Lofgren
Ranking Member
Committee on Science, Space, and Technology

Sincerely,

cc: Bernie Sanders, Ranking Member, Senate Committee on Health, Education, Labor, and
Pensions

Brian Babin, Chairman, Committee on Science, Space, and Technology
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