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NIH program fails to launch blacks in biotech
Small Business Innovation Research program makes almost no grants to African-Americans
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College Fund and the Merck Foundation.
“And there just aren’t enough AfricanAmerican scientists in that space, at that
level, to take advantage of the opportunity.”
Womack, an African-American biomedical researcher, has firsthand knowledge of the problem: NIH rejected his
2007 SBIR application for a company he
co-founded after doing a postdoc at the
agency, and the tiny vaccine development
startup fell victim to the 2008 financial
meltdown. But he doesn’t fault NIH. “I
think SBIR is a great program; in fact, I’d
love to see it expanded.”
Offered by 11 federal agencies, SBIR
awards, typically up to $150,000 in phase
I and $1 million in phase II, are funded
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