
Minutes* 
 

Senate Research Committee 
Monday, November 6, 2006 

1:15 - 3:00 
238A Morrill Hall 

 
 
Present: Steven Ruggles (chair), Arlene Carney, James Cotter, Dan Dahlberg, Sharon Danes, 

Donald Dengel, Stephen Ekker, Genevieve Escure, Paul Johnson, Jennifer Linde, 
(Frances Lawrenz for) Timothy Mulcahy, Mark Paller, F Abel Ponce de Leon, Selam 
Rodriguez, Thomas Schumacher, Virginia Seybold, Charles Spetland, George Trachte, 
Sanford Weisberg, Jean Witson 

 
Absent: Linda Bearinger, Richard Bianco, Robin Dittman, Steven Gantt, James Luby, Ellen 

McKinney, Barbara VanDrasek, Michael Volna 
 
Guests:  Provost E. Thomas Sullivan; Professor Jeffrey Kahn 
 
Other: none 
 
[In these minutes:  (1) centrally-allocated research funds, with Provost Sullivan; (2) stem-cell policies; (3) 
follow-up discussion on item (1)] 
 
 
 Professor Ruggles convened the meeting at 1:15 and welcomed Associate Vice President Frances 
Lawrenz, substituting for Vice President Mulcahy.  Dr. Lawrenz explained that in her new position she 
will work on collaborative research, building off the recommendations of the strategic positioning task 
force that she and Assistant Vice President Paller chaired last year. 
 
1. Centrally-Allocated Research Funds 
 
 Professor Ruggles welcomed Provost Sullivan to discuss with the Committee how decisions are 
made about centrally-allocated research funds. 
 
 Provost Sullivan began by reporting that they take an all-funds view, and he then moved to 
general principles of decision-making.   There is a process and there are several ways a decision can be 
made that would apply as well to research issues.   
 
-- About a year ago he created the Provost's Research Council and invited Professor Ruggles, as 
chair of the Senate Research Committee, to serve as a member.  The Council meets once per month and 
reviews major research proposals and discusses research trends at the University. 
 
--In the case of interdisciplinary research projects, he has created an interdisciplinary group that includes 
the Vice President for Research, the Dean of the Graduate School, the Vice Provost for Undergraduate 
Education, and Dr. Taylor from the President's Office.  The two committees vet proposals, ask questions, 
and bring recommendations to him; they work closely together, although independently. 
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-- The President's Executive Team would also hear about big research proposals, a group that 
includes the senior vice presidents and the vice presidents. 
 
-- If a budget or research item has a space component—which most do—there is a space committee 
to deal with it.  It is there that they try to align research proposals with space needs. 
 
-- The President sometimes calls special meetings of the Executive Team to discuss capital items or 
big-budget items (which have usually been vetted at one of the committees mentioned previously). 
 
-- There is the biennial budget committee, which met weekly for several months to develop the 
biennial request that should be recommended to the President. 
 
 Provost Sullivan concluded by observing that the Vice President for Research serves on all the 
committees he just mentioned, as well as on the vice provosts council, he makes annual reports to the 
Board of Regents and meets regularly with one of the Board committees (the Educational Policy 
Committee), he sits in on all compact decisions for academic units where research activities are 
implicated, and he has his own compact meeting as well where he proposes investments for research.  So 
he serves on about 10-12 policy committees.  The work of all these committees filters to the top of the 
pyramid, to the President, and is generally supported in the biennial request.   
 
 Professor Johnson asked how the Provost would describe the roles where the Vice President for 
Research has autonomy in dealing with budget areas related to research.  He reports directly to the 
President, Provost Sullivan pointed out, although there is an operational and coordinating role with the 
Vice President for Research (as Senior Vice President for Academic Affairs).   
 
 In what areas does he have more autonomy, more responsibility for initiatives, and more 
responsibility for resources, Professor Johnson asked?  Provost Sullivan said there are three principal 
areas:  leadership and management of all grant operations, leadership and management of all intellectual 
property transfer and outreach to industry, and the leader who is to make recommendations on new 
research initiatives and monitor research platforms. 
 
 But final decisions are made by the three senior vice presidents and the President, Professor 
Dahlberg said.  The Provost did not agree.  Ideas and recommendations filter up; the three senior vice 
presidents make a recommendation to the President and the Board of Regents.  So the recommendations 
may be followed—or not—Professor Dahlberg concluded.  He recalled that this Committee has discussed 
how this can be a top-three research university when the Vice President for Research is not equal in status 
and authority to the senior vice presidents.  Provost Sullivan said he did not agree with the premise, 
noting again that the Vice President for Research reports to the President and is involved in all major 
decisions involving research, specifically through the numerous contacts mentioned above. 
 
 At this point the Committee voted unanimously to close the meeting to discuss personnel matters. 
 
 When the Committee returned to open session, the discussion turned to the source of proposals 
that come to the Provost's Research Council.  Provost Sullivan identified several routes:  the 
interdisciplinary committee he mentioned earlier, through compact decisions (proposed by deans after 
vetting within a college), presidential initiatives, capital bonding discussions (items from colleges that are 
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research-oriented), and biennial budget discussions.  There are five or six vehicles by which proposals 
may be received, he said, that go into the decision-making process that relies on the several committees 
he discussed.  The goal is to align research proposals with space, budget, and policy, and eventually 
recommendations go to the President (who may sit in on some of the discussions during the process).   
 
 Professor Ekker said that he had co-chaired the President's Strategic Planning Task Force on 
Graduate Reform: Discipline Evolution, and maintained that interdisciplinary proposals never compete 
with the top disciplinary/core proposals from the colleges.  They looked around the country at 
administrative models; the question is how to provide leadership where big shifts will be.  This task 
force saw too many layers between the doing of the research and the decision-making about it.   Provost 
Sullivan described the role of the three new interdisciplinary centers, now lodged within the Vice 
President for Research office, the Graduate School, and the undergraduate dean's office, said the 
interdisciplinary team in his office will hear about proposals that fall outside the normal collegiate 
process, and there will be a separate opportunity in this budget process to bring interdisciplinary proposals 
to the central administration.   
 
 Professor Ruggles said that although all these mechanisms exist, faculty in general are not aware 
of them or that there is any way to get proposals considered.  Most of the proposals considered at the 
Provost's Research Council are presidential initiatives or come from the compact process—not individual 
proposals.  He wondered if a mechanism to consider such proposals should be created.  Provost Sullivan 
said it is a good question:  how do individuals make proposals?  Traditionally, proposals come through 
the compact process at the department and collegiate level.  The Collaborative Research task force 
observed that not all interdisciplinary ideas get through the college compact process.  There is a new 
review process in the compact process to consider proposals outside the college process; how does one 
give faculty notice about that opportunity?  At the same time, Provost Sullivan said, he does not want to 
set up a clash with deans and department heads:  if the department head decides something should not be 
a department priority and the dean agrees, there should not be a process established to provide an 
opportunity for end runs—that could create conflicts in the colleges.  He said he wants proposals to have 
a fair hearing, but at the same time department heads and deans are there to make the hard decisions in the 
first instance.  Professor Ruggles said that department heads and deans do not solicit proposals from 
faculty, at least in his college. 
 
 Provost Sullivan said he was making two points that seem contradictory (but are not).  One, there 
are two processes in place now and he does not want o proceed in a way that creates conflict, and two, he 
wants to invite entrepreneurial faculty proposals that the administration can review.  If these proposals are 
not coming from colleges and departments, this is an opportunity for them to be heard.  He repeated that 
he has set up a team in his office to hear proposals but emphasized again that they do not want to create 
conflict and tensions with the colleges. 
 
 Assistant Vice President Paller said that a significant number of the proposals do come from the 
faculty; because something is funded as a  presidential initiative, for example, does not mean the proposal 
did not come from the faculty.  Whether they come through department heads and deans or by another 
mechanism, they are all based on personal recommendations, Professor Ruggles maintained, and there are 
no comparisons between proposals; the ability to get a proposal considered is based on clout.  Provost 
Sullivan demurred and said it is a rational process; they want the doors open and receptivity to new ideas.  
If there is a problem at the college or department level, his office can send out additional instructions.  
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The Committee, he suggested, can assist him in getting information out about how faculty can get ideas 
into the compact process through its minutes, and he can also provide additional information. 
 
 Professor Ekker said that if one is promoting a proposal, one would think the University would 
WANT peer review so the proposal is externally-validated, not just approved because one knows 
someone.  When the last presidential initiatives were announced, many faculty asked where they came 
from.  Anything that he can do, Professor Ekker suggested to the Provost, to communicate about these 
initiatives would be a help, as would some sort of external validation of their merit.  Dr. Paller described 
the process for developing the initiatives and assured the Committee that it is NOT a case where the 
squeaky wheel receives the attention.  Provost Sullivan said he would be glad to work with Professor 
Ruggles and the Committee on how to articulate, and make transparent, the processes so that individual 
researchers know how to make proposals.   
 
 Professor Weisberg said that one other item that puzzles faculty is how these proposals get paid 
for.  Given the lateness of the hour, that is topic for another discussion, Provost Sullivan said, and added 
that he would be glad to return to the Committee to discuss it.  In short, he said, the funding comes from 
numerous sources.  He made reference back to the "all-funds review" he mentioned at the beginning of 
the meeting.  The identification of funding for proposals should also start in departments, he said. 
 
 Professor Ruggles thanked the Provost for joining the meeting. 
 
2. Stem-Cell Policies 
 
 Professor Ruggles next welcomed Professor Jeff Kahn to the meeting to discuss the University's 
stem-cell research policies. 
 

The University has a policy and two procedures governing stem-cell research, Professor Kahn 
told the Committee (which, in the electronic version of these minutes, are links to the website): 
 

Policy 2.1.11 - Conducting Research with Human Embryos or Embryonic Stem Cells  
 

Procedure 2.1.11.1 - Preparing to Conduct Research Involving Human Embryos or Embryonic 
Stem Cell Lines Ineligible for Federal/State Funding  

 
Procedure 2.1.11.2 - Project Administration for Research Involving Human Embryos or 
Embryonic Stem Cell Lines Ineligible for Federal/State Funding  

 
This is a complicated area, Professor Kahn said, because the federal government restricts what funds can 
be used and bars federal funding for research that harms or destroys human embryos.  Because there are 
no federal funds devoted to such research, it has been an area without oversight (and there is not much 
oversight even if the research satisfies federal restrictions on existing stem-cell lines).  As a result, 
universities have set up policies to govern the research.  This University has also decided that it will 
extend the federal prohibition to state funds as well.   
 
 The University, as noted, has a policy and procedures to govern stem-cell research that is 
ineligible for federal funding, Professor Kahn said.  PIs are encouraged to seek ethical guidance from the 
Stem Cell Ethics Advisory Board, which he chairs and which is also available to assist the IRB as it sees 
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fit.  The SCEAB is appointed by Senior Vice President Cerra and is composed of ten members, both 
internal and external experts as well as public members.  To what extent do researchers consult with the 
Advisory Board, Professor Ruggles asked.  The process is necessarily informal given the advisory nature 
of the Board, Professor Kahn said, but all who do stem-cell research know about it and many researchers 
do consult with them (they don't know who doesn't, of course).  The IRB will know, Dr. Paller 
commented.  That may not necessarily be so, Professor Kahn said; the IRB exists to protect human 
subjects, but the IRB does not treat an embryo as a human subject—nor do federal regulations require that 
it do so.  But it is secondary human tissue, Professor Seybold said, and thus subject to other regulations.  
Yes, there must be appropriate consent processes in place for the donation of human embryos for 
research, but that only applies to the donation, not to what is done with the embryos once they are 
donated.  
 
 What about when the stem-cell lines are created elsewhere, Professor Ruggles asked.  Then there 
would be no IRB issue, Professor Kahn said.  There are gaps in the oversight, and bench science of this 
kind is not regulated as much as might be expected.  If stem cells are being inserted into humans, that is 
clearly human subjects research and must abide by all appropriate regulation, but most of the human 
embryonic stem cell research being carried out does not fall into this obvious category. 
 
 One of the three University policies deals with project administration.  What is important is this 
language:  "Researchers may obtain human embryos or embryonic stem cells that have been donated for 
research purposes by patients undergoing reproductive therapies. If the embryos/embryonic stem cells are 
obtained from clinics, laboratories or other entities outside the University, these materials should be 
transferred to the University under a Material Transfer Agreement approved by the Office of the General 
Counsel and signed by the transferring institution and the University. Human embryos/embryonic stem 
cells may not be bought or sold, except reasonable payments are permitted associated with the 
transportation, processing, preservation, quality control or storage of human embryos/embryonic stem 
cells."  This raises a question about an absolute limit on sources:  it excludes the creation of embryonic 
stem cells (one may not clone cells for research purposes, although it is not illegal in the US or in 
Minnesota).  The policy does not directly address the question of somatic cell nuclear transfer, Dr. Paller 
said. 
 
 Professor Kahn observed that the University had a number of elements of oversight in place (the 
IRB, the Stem Cell Ethics Advisory Board, IACUC, and the oversight of recombinant DNA) before the 
National Academy of Sciences issued stem-cell research guidelines in 2005.  It called for institutions with 
researchers who do human embryocis stem-cell research to establish an institutional Embryonic Stem Cell 
Research Oversight committee (ESCRO).  The University of Minnesota does not have an ESCRO per se 
but between the existing oversight elements, the University performs all the recommended functions of an 
ESCRO as recommended by the National Academies:  it has oversight over stem-cell research;  it reviews 
the procurement process; it ensures there is informed consent for embryo donors; it ensures compliance 
with relevant regulations (human subjects, HIPAA, etc.); and it governs the banking of human stem cell 
lines.  Does the University have procurement responsibility because of federal restrictions, Professor 
Dahlberg inquired?  It does, Professor Kahn said, and to be sure that the provenance of stem cells used in 
appropriate. 
 
 The University thus has policies, regulations, and guidance in place, Professor Kahn concluded, 
and it has been responsive to the guidelines of the National Academies of Science.  In addition, the chairs 
of ESCROs and ESCRO-equivalents talk to each other, and they've come to realize that a set of best 
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practices has not been developed.  He and a colleague have applied for funding to a foundation that has 
expressed interest in supporting a meeting of chairs that would lead to development of a collection of best 
practices.   
 
 Professor Escure asked if people can donate umbilical cord stem cells.  They may, Professor 
Kahn said, and one faculty member at Minnesota is at the forefront of efforts to use umbilical cord stem 
cells to treat pediatric diseases.  The Red Cross and the National Marrow Donor Program are negotiating 
policies for setting up a national cord blood bank, to create processes whereby couples will be able to 
donate umbilical cord blood when their baby is born.  There are four or five hospitals in Minnesota that 
routinely ask about such donations, Dr. Paller said, but the number is limited because staff must be 
trained in procedures to collect the cells. 
 
 If one talks to those doing the research, would they see these guidelines as an impediment?  As 
OK?  As a nightmare?  Professor Dahlberg asked.  They see them as helpful, Professor Kahn said.  He 
believed the faculty here would say that they provide guidance and protection, and that they come to the 
Advisory Board because they see it has value. 
 
 Mr. Schumacher said that Professor Kahn and his colleagues had done a nice job in getting these 
elements of oversight in place because researchers often cannot wait long for guidance (this especially 
helps the PI).  One oversight subtlety that should be fleshed out is this:  When no federal dollars may be 
involved, there are substantial compliance questions that include even such things as use of air-
conditioning, buildings, and utilities.  This is a significant oversight matter and the costs of stem-cell 
research not supported by federal funds cannot be included in the University's indirect cost rate.  
Professor Kahn agreed and pointed out that the federal government has issued guidelines on how to 
account for costs if there is human embryonic stem-cell research on non-federally approved lines and 
federally-funded research occurring in the same lab.  The University does have both kinds of support, 
Professor Kahn said.  President Bush's only veto was funding for stem-cell research, so the issue is still 
hanging, and there is the $3-billion funding initiative approved in California; the latter is now tied up in 
the courts but it is predicted to go forward soon, Professor Kahn said. 
 
 Professor Weisberg noted that there had recently been reports about the possibility of removing 
one cell from an embryo, without harm to the embryo, which cell could be used for stem-cell research.  
Professor Kahn said the question had always been whether it is possible to take out one cell and get it to 
grow; now it appears to be possible.  Where do those cells fall in the regulations?  There will need to be 
answers, perhaps in federal regulations.  And the advance in technique does not satisfy all who object to 
embryonic stem-cell research; the Catholic Church, for example, still objects to the process on moral 
grounds.   
 
 Professor Escure asked why the University had extended the federal ban on funding to include 
state funds, and with what consequences.  Dr. Paller said the University took the step because there was a 
legislative proposal that would have been much more restrictive (withholding all state funds from the 
University if it conducted any human embryonic stem-cell research).  Since most research funding is 
federal, not state, the University's actions allowed it to end the legislative debate without an onerous state 
law.  The University, he added, often asks the state to allow it to follow federal regulations if there is a 
matter of concern to the state. 
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 The relevant law on the books in Minnesota dates from the late 1970s and deals with in-vitro 
fertilization; it bans any activity that harms a human conceptus (with conceptus being defined in the law 
by presence of a heartbeat and/or respiration).   
 
 Professor Ruggles thanked Professor Kahn for the presentation. 
 
3. Follow-Up to the Discussion with Provost Sullivan 
 
 The Committee had a spirited discussion for about 30 minutes about the points that arose in the 
discussion with Provost Sullivan.  A number of points were made: 
 
-- There were three issues that the Committee could pursue:  the status and role of the Vice 
President for Research; peer review for centrally-funded research; and the source of funding for centrally-
supported research.  
 
-- It is still not clear what initiatives the Vice President for Research may execute on his own 
authority and whether he has funds to support an initiative if he believes it should be supported without 
going through a long committee process.  The responsibility of the Vice President for Research should 
include supporting initiatives.  (He does have a small discretionary budget.)  The discussion did not 
clarify the Vice President's authority. 
 
-- The Provost described several committees through which proposals flow, but there is no 
competitive review and proposals are not turned down. 
 
-- It is worrisome that all proposals come through the compact process (which the deans control); 
there should be something more than the committees the Provost identified.  If everything must come 
through committees, there will not be a lot of initiative. 
 
-- One can continue to argue that the Vice President for Research should occupy a higher level in 
the administrative structure.  If the University was willing to be avant guard in its budget model, why not 
in its administrative structure? 
 
-- There are two issues at hand:  faculty-initiated proposals and proposals initiated by the Vice 
President for Research.  Will initiatives be dissipated in the committee process?   
 
-- Vice President Mulcahy has talked about developing entrepreneurial activity through Patents and 
Technology Marketing; what resources are available?  Is there funding from the compact process?  From 
PTM?   
 
-- One concern is that initiatives coming through the Provost's Research Council are not funded 
competitively.  It appears that all the proposals are funded, which means that there must be a lot of money 
or not enough proposals.  One cannot apply for them, only colleges can.  Faculty do not know about them.  
It is a long and tedious process, including external validation, to get to the point where a proposal might 
be considered as a presidential initiative or supported by colleges.   
 
-- What is the process in place to do?  It must be solving a problem.  Proposals may need vetting, 
but if committees are doing it all, some good research proposals will not get through.  The University 
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should have a more direct process.  Committees often represent vested interests and may not be willing to 
consider novel ideas.  The Vice President for Research should have more opportunity to make bets on 
proposals that faculty or a group of faculty believe promising.  That is related to a larger point:  No one 
knows if the current mechanism is yielding the most effective investments the University could make; it 
may need more expertise. 
 
-- The Committee discussed the way presidential initiatives are developed, under both Presidents 
Yudof and Bruininks, and the role of senior administrators in reviewing scientific proposals. 
 
-- It may be that all is fine and there are no problems, but many of the faculty in at least one college 
believe the Vice President for Research should be at the senior vice president level.  That view could be 
held out of ignorance and the system is working well.  Not everything is fine, however, if that is the 
perception.  
 
-- The question is really not title, it is resources and the authority to make decisions.  Rather than the 
system now, one can ask if the Vice President for Research should have a panel of experts to do a 
competitive review of proposals.  (On the other hand, it may be that the senior officers evaluate proposals 
on the basis of what will be supported by the legislature, so those making decisions need to know more 
about the legislature than they do about science.) 
 
-- A recurring theme in these discussions is the equation that research = science and a question 
about whether the President or others is focused on science.  There is a lot at the University that is not 
chemistry or physics or biology; if the Committee says science = research, the University is in big trouble.  
Other Committee members concurred.   
 
 It was agreed that before the Committee meets with the President and Provost next month, it 
should develop and present to them the Committee's questions so that they know what it is the Committee 
is interested in hearing about.  Professor Ruggles asked for thoughts about questions to the President and 
said he would provide a draft.  He adjourned the meeting at 2:55. 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 


