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President Donald 
Trump’s recent execu-
tive order, which requires 
a “senior appointee” or 
“designee” to approve 
only those federal grants 
that match the president’s 
policy priorities, federal 
agency goals and the 
“national interest,” marks a 
major change in the federal 
scientific grant process. The 
effects of this order will be 
complex, impacting grant 
recipients, federal agen-
cies, the legal framework 
and the broader checks and 
balances in U.S. governance.

This order signifies a 
shift from merit-based to 
politically driven grant 
approval. Federal grants 
were traditionally awarded 
through a structured, merit-
based process that involved 
expert peer review, agency 
discretion and adherence 
to legislative mandates. 
Oversight was maintained 
by agencies and the Office 
of Management and Budget 
(OMB), with an emphasis 
on fairness, transparency 
and alignment with statu-
tory objectives.

The executive order 
consolidates grant approval 
authority with political 
appointees, requiring that 
all discretionary grants and 
funding announcements 
be reviewed and approved 
by a senior appointee or 
designee. Grants must now 
clearly align with the pres-
ident’s policy priorities and 
the administration’s inter-
pretation of the “national 

interest.”
This change raises the 

likelihood that grant deci-
sions will be swayed by 
political considerations 
rather than objective, 
expert assessment. It is 
likely to diminish the role 
of scientific, technical and 
community expertise in 
determining which projects 
receive funding.

The executive order 
will harm traditional grant 
recipients. Nonprofits and 
research institutions that 
depend heavily on federal 
grants could face significant 
financial risks. Estimates 
indicate that 60-80% of 
these organizations might 
encounter financial short-
falls if funding becomes 
more politicized or unpre-
dictable.

Organizations will need 
to closely monitor policy 
changes, develop contin-
gency plans and manage 
cash flow to adapt to poten-
tial disruptions in funding.

It will harm research 
and innovation. Research 
grants have been shown to 
boost scientific publication 
output by 31% for university 
professors. Disruptions or 
cuts in grant funding will 
impede research productiv-
ity and innovation.

The likelihood of career 
advancement is roughly 9 
percentage points higher 
for grant recipients. 
Changes in grant proce-
dures could harm the 
career paths of researchers 
and professionals who rely 
on federal funding.

The order will cause 
equity and selection bias. 
The new process may 
worsen existing biases in 
grant allocation, potentially 
disadvantaging certain 
groups or institutions 
that do not align with the 
administration’s priorities.

It will redefine “national 
interest” and policy prior-
ities. The Trump admin-
istration defines “national 

interest” as improving 
American safety, economic 
strength, energy indepen-
dence, deregulation and 
reducing programs related 
to diversity, equity, and 
inclusion (DEI).

This executive order 
explicitly prohibits funding 
for activities that promote 
racial preferences, deny the 
sex binary, support illegal 
immigration or promote 
“anti-American values.”

Grants supporting 
research or programs 
in areas such as climate 
change, DEI or inter-
national development 
may be deprioritized or 
excluded. At the same time, 
those aligned with energy 
production, deregulation 
and “America First” policies 
will be favored.

There will be an opera-
tional and cultural impact 
on federal agencies.

Agencies will delay 
new funding announce-
ments until the new review 
process is in place, poten-
tially causing delays in 
grant cycles and project 
starts. They will experi-
ence internal disruptions as 
they adapt to new oversight 
structures, with increased 
involvement of political 
appointees in what were 
previously expert-driven 
processes.

There may be morale and 
mission uncertainty due to 
the order. Agencies whose 
missions do not align with 
the administration’s prior-
ities (e.g., Department of 
Education, environmental 
agencies) will most likely 

face morale issues, uncer-
tainty and possible reduc-
tions in scope or funding.

There will most likely 
be legal and constitutional 
challenges. The order 
raises important constitu-
tional questions about the 
balance of power between 
the executive and legisla-
tive branches. Congress has 
the constitutional author-
ity to allocate funds, and 
the executive branch must 
spend them as directed.

Legal experts warn that 
centralizing grant approval 
in the executive branch 
could lead to constitutional 
challenges, primarily if the 
order is used to withhold or 
redirect funds appropriated 
by Congress.

Past efforts by presidents 
to control federal spend-
ing through impoundment 
or executive orders have 
often been thwarted by 
Congress and the courts. 
The Congressional Budget 
and Impoundment Control 
Act of 1974 was specifically 
enacted to stop presidents 
from unilaterally withhold-
ing funds.

Legal battles are likely 
if the executive order is 
seen as violating statutory 
requirements or the separa-
tion of powers.

Narrowing the scope of 
eligible projects and recip-
ients may stifle innovation 
and decrease the diversity 
of ideas and organizations 
receiving federal support. 
The order’s focus on “merit-
based” awards and lower 
indirect cost rates might 
disadvantage large research 

universities and benefit 
smaller or less traditional 
recipients, but only if they 
align with administration 
priorities.

There will also be a 
greater administrative 
burden. The need for senior 
appointee review and coor-
dination with OMB could 
increase complexity and 
delay the grant approval 
process.

This change to the 
federal scientific grant 
process is likely to have 
far-reaching effects on 
traditional grant recip-
ients, federal agencies, 
the legal system, and the 
overall landscape of feder-
ally funded research and 
programs. The order may 
lead to increased politiciza-
tion of grant funding, oper-
ational disruptions, legal 
challenges and a reduction 
in the types of projects and 
organizations that receive 
federal support.
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By Bruce Beehler

You say you don’t like 
spiders and insects and 
other creepy crawlies? 
You wish that mosquitoes 
would disappear from the 
planet? Beware of what 
you wish for. In partner-
ship with green plants, the 
invertebrate world forms 
the very foundation of life 
on Earth. We need them 
more than they need us.

There are indications 
that arthropods are in 
decline in North America. 
This could spell trouble not 
only for our beloved butter-
flies but also for many other 
lifeforms. Many species 
of plants important to 
humans (think food-crops) 
require insect pollina-
tors. These food-crops 
also benefit from the work 
performed by predaceous 
insects that control popula-
tions of crop-eating inver-
tebrates. 

Let’s take a look at what 
we know about insect 
decline, starting with 
some anecdotes. I recently 
took a walk on the C&O 
Canal towpath on a bright 
sunny day near my home 
in Bethesda, Maryland. I 
walked through a verdant 
environment bordering the 
mighty Potomac — ideal 

habitat for insect life. Over 
an hour’s walk, I came 
upon trumpet vine and joe 
pye weed in flower, but saw 
only two butterflies, one 
dragonfly and one large 
wasp. My canal encoun-
ters with insects are much 
reduced from what I expe-
rienced in the 1990s, when 
I would see gorgeous tiger 
and zebra swallowtails, red 
admirals and assorted bees 
and dragonflies.

This spring, I camped in 
the Georgia low country, 
south of Savannah. This is a 
rural mix of marsh, swamp 
forest and pinelands. You 
would think spring in 
the Georgia low country 
would be a haven for biting 
insects, but not any longer. 
I applied insect repellent 
only once while camped 
there, when a few no-see-
ums attacked me at dusk at 
the picnic table.

In May and June 2022, 
I spent a month camping 
in Alaska, the Yukon and 
the Northwest Territories 
of Canada, driving north 
of the Arctic Circle and 
passing through spruce 
forest, muskeg and tundra, 
famed for their biting 
insects. I walked miles 
across the tundra where 
the Porcupine Caribou 
herd migrates. But where 

were those voracious biting 
insects?

Wondering about my 
own troubling observa-
tions, I reached out to two 
respected naturalists for 
their opinions. My Loui-
siana colleague spoke of 
driving through Cameron 
Parish on a spring night 
in the 1980s and having 
to stop mid-trip to clear 
the windscreen of abun-
dant insect “splat.” But 
not anymore. My Virginia 
colleague noted that in the 
1980s, he had an abundance 
of butterflies and bees 
in his backyard garden, 
which today are few and far 
between.

Jeffery Glassberg, 
founder of the North Amer-
ican Butterfly Association, 
has been surveying butter-
flies over several decades 
on a site in Westchester 
County, New York, docu-
menting the disappearance 
of 10 butterfly species from 
the area over that time. 
And this year, a publication 
in the journal Science by 
Collin Edwards and co-au-
thors presented the most 
comprehensive analysis 
of butterfly populations 
in the Lower 48. Analyz-
ing 12.6 million butterfly 
records across 35 monitor-
ing programs, they found 

that between 2000 and 
2020, total butterfly abun-
dance fell by 22% across 
554 butterfly species, with 
13 times as many species 
showing declines as those 
showing increases. 

Experts believe that 
the three main causes of 
arthropod decline are habi-
tat loss, climate warming 
and pesticides. Habitat loss 
has been insidious — crop-
lands have been stripped of 
their bordering hedgerows 
and old fields and wood-
lots have been converted 
to housing developments. 
Climate warming is driving 
species northward where 
they can escape the harmful 
heat. Widespread pesticide 
use, mainly for agriculture, 
is perhaps the most worri-
some threat of all. Most of 
the U.S. corn, soybean and 
cotton crops come from 
seeds coated with a little-
known chemical with a 
user-friendly brand name 
such as Gaucho, Cruiser, 
Merit, Maxforce or Dyna-
Shield. Since the 1990s, 
the expansion of the use of 
these pesticides, known as 
neonicotinoids (chemicals 
related to the more familiar 
nicotine, which has pesti-
cidal properties) has been 
associated with the whole-
sale decline in butterflies 

and other insect groups. 
Being water-soluble, these 
toxins (“neonics”) wash off 
seeds and infiltrate ground-
water and soil. Of the three 
major threats, neonic 
pesticides may be the most 
serious — but also the most 
accessible to remedial 
action.

We may have to wait for 
the return of a pro-environ-
ment administration to see 
the EPA assert adequate 
oversight of neonic use in 
the U.S. That said, individ-
ual states can take action. 
For example, New York’s 
Governor, Kathy Hochul, 
signed the Birds and Bees 
Protection Act in Decem-
ber 2023, which restricts 
the use of neonics on an 
array of food crops in the 
state. This is a step forward 
in one of our largest states 
with a substantial agricul-
tural economy. Vermont 
has followed suit. 

Halting the over-appli-
cation of neonics provides 
clear benefits — not only 
for our insect fauna but 
also for our birdlife. Neon-
ics are major bird-killers, 
analogous to the plague 
of DDT that prompted 
Rachel Carson’s “Silent 
Spring” in the 1960s. A 
single corn seed coated 
with a neonic pesticide 

can kill a bird. A similar 
chemical-coated seed can 
kill a thousand nontarget 
insects. The seed-borne 
application of these potent 
neurotoxins needs to be 
better managed. A recent 
study published in the 
journal Science found that 
75% of North American 
bird species are in decline. 
Neonics are certainly a 
contributor to this loss. 

States need to follow 
the leads of Vermont and 
New York to control the 
flow of neonics’ neurotox-
ins onto our lands and into 
our waters. Not only will 
this benefit our butterflies, 
but also our birds and other 
wildlife that we cherish, 
as well as the little-known 
invertebrate groups that 
support life on earth. We 
took the right steps in the 
1960s to outlaw DDT, and 
we need to do it again to 
halt the scourge of neon-
ics. Our grandchildren will 
thank us for our courage.
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A yellow swallowtail butterfly feeds on butterfly bush at The Sunflower Garden in Westminster, Maryland. BRIAN KRISTA/STAFF
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