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vestments aren’t meant to make money for 

the European Union, and for legal reasons 

the shares will be owned by a separate in-

vestment vehicle. Any returns will go there 

first, but a Commission spokesperson says 

the long-term plan is for the money to come 

back to the EU budget. If some EIC bets pay 

off and it finds the next Google, the profits 

could help reduce the dues that EU member 

states must pay.

EIC guidelines say the goal is “investment 

impact,” not maximizing returns, and Tucci 

says it won’t be a sign of failure if EIC loses 

money on some turkeys. “There’ll be lots of 

failures, there’s going to be moderate suc-

cesses, and if there’s one really big success, 

that’s going to create lots of jobs,” Tucci 

says. Another goal is to stimulate the Euro-

pean VC market, Ferguson says. EIC won’t 

buy shares unless there are co-investors; if 

none can be found, EIC will offer a loan, to 

be turned into shares when private capital 

shows up.

One company with pending EIC equity in-

vestment is Hiber, a Dutch satellite startup. 

It aims to provide cheap, low-bandwidth in-

ternet access to low-power sensors used by 

agriculture and industry in remote places. 

The sensors could, for example, monitor 

moisture in beehives or fields, broadcasting 

small data packets every hour or so.

Coen Janssen, Hiber’s CEO, says EIC fi-

nancing is a “perfect fit,” because his com-

pany needs to invest a huge amount of 

capital in satellites and ground stations be-

fore it can profit from subscriptions to its 

service. “Satellites are not cheap,” he says. 

“It’s a risky game that we’re playing.” To 

launch its first two satellites, Janssen says 

Hiber raised €15 million: €10 million from 

the private sector, plus grants of €3 mil-

lion from the European Space Agency and 

€2 million from the Dutch government. EIC 

will invest up to €15 million in Hiber along-

side a grant of up to €2.5 million, but the 

exact amount isn’t yet public.

Not everyone is convinced that EIC’s ex-

periment will work. “There is a history with 

such organizations that they tend to lose 

their policy role and drift into the game 

of making money,” says Charles Edquist, 

a specialist in innovation policy at Lund 

University. “That’s competing with private 

investments.” And Tucci cautions that crit-

ics may portray each failed investment as a 

policy failure.

If EIC succeeds, it may not be around 

forever, Ferguson says. He wants to build a 

European VC market for new technologies, 

not to imitate one with public money. “In 

my dream,” Ferguson says, “we will put our-

selves out of business.” j

Nicholas Wallace is a journalist in Brussels.

United States aims to curb 
vaccination injury payouts
Proposal would make it harder to get compensated for 
shoulder injuries after misplaced injections

U.S. POLICY 

T
he Trump administration is quietly 

considering reversing a rule that 

made it much easier for people who 

sustain serious shoulder injuries from 

improperly administered vaccines to 

win cash compensation from the fed-

eral government. Some physicians support 

the proposal, but vaccine injury lawyers and 

the vaccine injured are pushing back, say-

ing the administration is ignoring science 

that has established a causal link between 

misplaced injections and shoulder inflam-

mation. Both sides say that if their position 

does not prevail, more people could resist 

receiving life-saving vaccines—including 

vaccines that might one day beat back the 

novel coronavirus pandemic.

In a draft proposal it circulated in Febru-

ary to outside advisers, the 

Department of Health and 

Human Services (HHS) 

argues there is “nearly 

uniform agreement in the 

scientific community” that 

shoulder injuries result 

from the improper ad-

ministration of vaccines 

and not from the vaccines 

themselves. HHS also says 

the injury claims, which 

have surged since com-

pensation rules were eased 

in 2017, could squeeze the 

finances of the $4 billion 

National Vaccine Injury 

Compensation Program, 

created by Congress in 

1986 to protect vaccine-

makers from lawsuits.

Under the program, 

which is funded by a tax 

on many vaccines, any 

person who believes they 

have been injured by any 

vaccine on a government-

approved list can file a 

petition with the U.S. 

Court of Federal Claims. 

HHS medical experts then 

recommend whether the 

government should pay the claim or fight it. 

Under the change, made by former President 

Barack Obama’s administration, petitioners 

no longer have to prove an injection caused 

their shoulder injury. They simply need to 

document a previously healthy shoulder, the 

administration of a vaccine in that arm, and 

the onset within 48 hours of shoulder pain 

that persisted for at least 6 months. (Petition-

ers are also not required to prove causation 

for a list of other vaccine-related injuries, 

such as life-threatening allergic reactions.)  

After the change, claims for shoulder in-

jury shot up; they accounted for 54% of 2520 

vaccine injury petitions in 2018 and 2019. 

Shoulder injury payouts averaged $31 million 

annually in those years.

That surge has alarmed HHS and oth-

ers, who say it threatens to bog down what 

is supposed to be a speedy compensation 

system. To ease the con-

gestion, HHS wants to re-

move inflamed shoulders 

from the list of injuries for 

which petitioners don’t 

have to prove causation. It 

says such claims should be 

handled by lawsuits filed in 

civil courts rather than by 

the compensation program.

“What you’re seeing is a 

complication that’s not re-

lated to the vaccine itself,” 

said H. Cody Meissner, 

chair of HHS’s Advisory 

Commission on Childhood 

Vaccines (ACCV), at a 

6 March meeting that be-

came polarized over the 

proposal. The real culprit, 

he and others argue, is not 

the vaccine, but faulty injec-

tion technique (see graphic, 

left), in which the needle 

penetrates the shoulder 

joint rather than the up-

per arm muscle. Gillian 

Woollett, senior research 

scientist with the con-

sultancy Avalere Health, 

believes the change could 

motivate vaccine admin-

By Meredith Wadman
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Best shot
The United States wants to reduce 

claims for vaccination-related shoul-

der injuries, which can be avoided 

with proper technique.
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istrators, including pharmacy chains, to 

improve training of vaccinators. “This is a 

critically important program—and people 

should be administering vaccines properly. 

You shouldn’t have to trade off between 

the benefit of the vaccine and the worry of 

misadministration.”

Critics of the proposal say it is flawed. 

HHS “represents the scientific literature in 

a misleading way,” says Uma Srikumaran, a 

shoulder surgeon at Johns Hopkins Universi-

ty’s School of Medicine. Studies show a mis-

placed needle alone doesn’t necessarily cause 

shoulder injury and that the vaccine mate-

rial itself is needed to trigger inflammation, 

he wrote in a recent open letter to HHS Sec-

retary Alex Azar. He noted that physicians 

regularly inject shoulder joints with other 

substances, such as the anesthetic lidocaine, 

without causing an inflammatory reaction.

Some lawyers, meanwhile, reject HHS’s 

suggestion that shoulder injury claims be 

resolved in civil court. The federal law that 

established the program was designed to 

forestall such lawsuits, they observe, and 

does not exclude injuries associated with 

administration. And Srikumaran warns that 

if shoulder cases are moved to civil courts, 

health care providers will need to buy ex-

pensive malpractice insurance to protect 

against liability. “This could unnecessarily 

drive up the costs of delivering vaccines and 

reduce the number of people willing to ad-

minister them,” he wrote to Azar.

The critics also question whether HHS 

has been adequately transparent. In the 

past, ACCV has spent months reviewing 

changes to the compensation program in 

public. This time, HHS sent the panel a 

draft, marked “confidential,” 3 weeks before 

its 6 March meeting and initially asked the 

panel not to discuss the draft publicly be-

fore giving permission. Now, the panel must 

submit its comments by 21 May, but it won’t 

have another public session until early June. 

“I have a huge concern about why none of 

this is being discussed publicly,” says Karen 

Kain, an ACCV member whose daughter 

died as the result of a different kind of vac-

cine injury. (HHS will have to submit any 

final proposal for public comment.)

Both camps worry about how the outcome 

of the debate will affect public perceptions 

of vaccination. HHS argues that  people op-

posed to vaccination have used the shoulder 

payouts to bolster unfounded claims. Speak-

ing for himself and not ACCV, Meissner con-

curs. “The antivaccine folks say, ‘Oh, look 

how dangerous vaccines are because this 

fund pays out hundreds of millions of dol-

lars every year,’” he says. Foes of the change, 

meanwhile, fear it will only give those un-

certain about the benefits of vaccines yet an-

other reason to reject them. j

Help for a wheat fungal disease 
comes from a surprising source
Resistance gene found in wild grass originated in a fungus

PLANT DISEASES

W
heat scab hits farmers with a dou-

ble punch. The fungal disease, also 

known as Fusarium head blight, 

shrivels grain and can signifi-

cantly dent harvests of wheat and 

barley. Worse, the toxins released 

by the fungus Fusarium graminearum, a 

growing problem in the breadbaskets of Eu-

rope, North America, and China, remain in 

grain intended for food. Above legal limits, 

they can harm people and animals. Grain 

from infected plants must be discarded 

in many countries, although some allow 

blending with uninfected grain.

Fungicides are no panacea, in part because 

the pathogen infects during wet weather, 

when the chemicals wash away. But re-

searchers have now found 

a protective gene in a wild 

relative called wheatgrass. 

Called Fhb7, it encodes a 

toxin-destroying enzyme, 

the team reports online 

in Science this week. “The 

gene could have a very 

large impact in breeding 

for Fusarium resistance 

in wheat,” says James 

Anderson, a wheat breed-

er at the University of 

Minnesota, Twin Cities.

The gene originated in 

a benign fungus that lives 

inside wild grasses, then 

somehow slipped into the 

wheatgrass genome. Such symbiotic fungi 

can help their plant hosts defend against a 

destructive invader. The study authors sug-

gest fungal DNA could yield other potential 

resistance genes for plants.

The best resistance so far to F. gra-

minearum comes from an heirloom variety 

of Chinese wheat. Breeders have for decades 

transferred a chromosome segment from it 

containing a resistance gene, dubbed Fhb1, 

into other cereals. But the gene’s identity 

and  mechanism remain disputed and the 

segment provides only modest protection. 

About 2 decades ago, geneticist Lingrang 

Kong, then a postdoc at Purdue Univer-

sity, and colleagues found another source 

of wheat scab resistance farther afield, in 

the wheatgrass Thinopyrum elongatum.

Over the years, they narrowed down 

the gene’s chromosomal location, and in 

the new research, Kong, now at Shandong 

Agricultural University, and many col-

leagues finished the job. They sequenced 

the wheatgrass—yielding genetic markers—

then made multiple crosses of the plant to 

home in on candidate genes. By silencing 

the genes individually, they found one, Fhb7, 

required for resistance. Then, the team 

showed it codes for an enzyme, glutathione 

S-transferase, and demonstrated that it de-

grades several fungal toxins, called trichot-

hecenes, that cause wheat scab symptoms. 

“This is a great paper, describing an 

enormous amount of work,” says molecular 

biologist Gerhard Adam of the University 

of Natural Resources and Life Sciences, 

Vienna. The gene, Adam 

adds, is likely to be broadly 

effective against many 

other trichothecenes. 

The team had assumed 

Fhb7 arose in plants, but 

they found a 97% match 

with a gene in Epichloë  

aotearoae, a fungus that 

protect its grass hosts 

from pathogens. Bacte-

ria often transfer DNA to 

plant genomes, but there 

aren’t many examples of 

fungi doing so. “I thought 

it was an artifact” ini-

tially, says co-author 

Hongwei Wang of Shan-

dong Agricultural University.

Encouragingly, field tests showed that add-

ing Fhb7 to wheat had no adverse impacts on 

grain yield. Kong says the team hopes to re-

lease a commercial variety within 1 year, al-

though it’s unclear how resistance provided 

by Fhb7 compares to that offered by Fhb1. 

A bigger question is whether the new gene 

will increase the resistance of strains with 

Fhb1. So far, Kong says, they found “only a 

little improvement.” 

But the hope is to identify other, simi-

lar genes and “stack” them to toughen up 

wheat and barley, Anderson says. “There’s 

going to be a rush now to find other genes 

in the genome of wheat and related species 

that may do the same thing.” j

By Erik Stokstad

The fungus Fusarium graminearum 

makes toxins that harm wheat kernels.
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