
  

 
  

 

The Honorable Tom Vilsack  

Secretary  

U.S. Department of Agriculture  

1400 Independence Ave., S.W.  

Washington, D.C. 20250  

 

Dear Secretary Vilsack, 

 

I am writing to obtain information about the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s ongoing funding of a 

collaboration with a Chinese Communist Party (CCP)-linked researcher involving dangerous bird flu 

experiments and recent support for other animal labs in adversarial nations. 

 

I was troubled to learn from the non-profit group White Coat Waste Project that USDA is supporting 

experiments involving “a highly pathogenic avian influenza virus” that poses a “risk to both animals and 

humans”1 in collaboration with the Chinese Academy of Sciences (CAS), which is controlled by the CCP,2 and a 

researcher affiliated with the infamous Wuhan Institute of Virology.3 The Biden USDA began financing the 

collaboration for “wet-lab virology” to study “newly emerging avian influenza viruses” 4 in April 2021.5 The 

project has already received at least $1 million of U.S. taxpayers’ money to date and is slated to be funded 

through 2026.6 
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As you know, Iowa is home to the largest number of chickens of any state,1 with approximately 45 million hens 

producing around 15 billion eggs a year.2 The well-being of our birds is vitally important to our state and the 

nation. Sadly, nearly 3 million chickens, ducks, turkeys, pheasants, and other birds in the state had to be 

euthanized last year due to outbreaks of avian influenza.3  

 

USDA serves a vital role detecting and preventing avian influenza. Not just in Iowa, but around the world since 

diseases do not know or respect international boundaries. While this may require partnering with global 

competitors and even adversarial nations, we must never compromise public health standards in these efforts. 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrates the very real dangers that can result from reckless research with lethal 

pathogens in unsafe laboratories. Under the pretext of preventing the transmission of bat coronaviruses to 

humans, more than $1 million of U.S. taxpayer money from the National Institutes of Health and U.S. Agency 

for International Development was steered into China’s now notorious Wuhan Institute of Virology for risky 

research in which coronaviruses were enhanced to become more virulent.4, 5 U.S. intelligence experts believe 

COVID-19 resulted from a lab leak at the Wuhan Institute.6  

 

Even before the pandemic, U.S. agencies were aware and concerned about the risky “gain-of-function” 

experiments being conducted by the Wuhan Institute in which pathogens were being engineered to become more 

deadly or contagious.7  

 

Yet, this did not deter other government agencies from subsidizing dangerous experiments in and with the 

Wuhan Institute, which is now debarred from receiving U.S. funding due to its refusal to provide key details 

about those studies which could hold crucial clues about the pandemic’s origins.8 

 

U.S. tax dollars should never be spent to finance the creation of new super viruses, intentionally or 

unintentionally. 
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Alarmingly, one of the researchers being funded by the USDA grant is Wenju Liu, who was recently listed as 

being affiliated with the Wuhan Institute of Virology’s Center for Biosafety Mega-Science Key Laboratory of 

Special Pathogens.1, 2 Liu is also a member of the editorial board of the journal Virologica Sinica that is based 

out of the Wuhan Institute and for which Zheng-Li Shi—widely known as the “bat woman” for her 

experimentation on bat coronaviruses3—serves as editor-in-chief.4  

 

According to the USDA, the collaboration with CAS and this WIV-affiliated researcher will study, “in vivo 

passage of viruses through mallard ducks and Chinese goose species to predict evolution in natural hosts” and 

“viral evolution and transmission dynamics of avian influenza virus (AIV) infection in Japanese quail as an 

indicator species of potential to jump into mammalian hosts.”5 These experiments with China involve animals 

infected with “highly pathogenic avian influenza,” including potential pandemic pathogens that have already 

caused outbreaks and killed humans.6 

 

Serial passage of a virus through cells and live animals is a common “gain-of-function’ technique that can create 

a pathogen that can more easily jump species.7 Serial passage was used as part of the controversial experiments 

a decade ago that created a deadly lab-engineered strain of the H5N1 bird flu virus that infected mammals, 

potentially increasing its threat to humans, and sparked pandemic concerns.8  
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That research and related lab accidents prompted a federal pause on gain-of-function research from 2014 to 

2017.1 Some experts also believe this procedure may have been used to generate SARS-CoV-2, the virus that 

causes COVID-19, in the lab at the Wuhan Institute.2, 3   

 

China’s labs have notoriously lax safety standards,4 but these types of experiments involve inherent risks 

wherever they may be conducted. 

 

Furthermore, there are no shortage of scientists in Iowa and across the U.S. whose agricultural research could 

yield real results for our farmers with the resources being sent overseas to researchers and labs in China or other 

adversarial nations. 

 

In recent years, the USDA also funded a collaboration with an “experimental fur farm” operated by Vladimir 

Putin’s Russian Academy of Sciences that breeds foxes to be tame or aggressive towards humans to study their 

social behavior.5, 6, 7, 8 Since Putin has repeatedly demonstrated his aggressiveness towards the U.S., our allies, 

and the citizens of his own country, it is concerning any taxpayer money Congress has set aside for agricultural 

research priorities would be directed toward unnecessary studies like these with Russia or any adversarial 

nation. 

 

The Trump Administration canceled USDA experiments on kittens that used cat and puppy parts purchased from 

wet markets in China.9 Likewise, the Biden Administration recently announced it was canceling taxpayer 

funding of labs in Russia, including research at the Pavlov Institute in which cats were debilitated and then 

forced to walk on a treadmill.10  

 

In light of recent events, we need to build on these developments and increase scrutiny and oversight of the type 

and location of taxpayer-funded research, especially involving pathogens of pandemic concern or with 

adversarial nations. 
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To that end, please provide the following information: 

 

1. The total amount of U.S. taxpayer money USDA has spent to date and plans to spend on the series of 

research projects titled, “US-UK-China Collab: Predictive Phylogenetics For Evolutionary and 

Transmission Dynamics of Newly Emerging Avian Influenza Viruses”; 

 

2. The total amount of U.S. taxpayer money that has been directly or indirectly sent to the CCP-run Chinese 

Academy of Sciences and researchers affiliated with the Wuhan Institute of Virology and other 

institutions in China as part of this collaboration; 

 

3. A list of all U.S., Chinese, and other foreign individuals and institutions involved in this collaboration 

and the areas of the research for which they are responsible; and 

 

4. A detailed listing of all activities being conducted in conjunction with the CCP-run Chinese Academy of 

Sciences and researchers affiliated with the Wuhan Institute of Virology. 

 

Please also provide answers to the following questions: 

 

1. Does USDA have protocols for screening or monitoring research collaborators from state-affiliated 

research institutions in China, Russia, or other adversarial nations? 

 

2. Does USDA conduct safety inspections of labs in foreign nations, including China, where research 

funded by the Department will be conducted? 

 

3. Does USDA have protocols for reviewing proposed and ongoing gain-of-function research involving 

pathogens of pandemic potential? If so, please explain. 

 

4. Does the USDA have any restrictions on the funding of gain-of-function research with potential 

pandemic pathogens, including safeguards to halt research if a pathogen becomes too virulent? 

 

5. Has the USDA reviewed research on the project, “US-UK-China Collab: Predictive Phylogenetics For 

Evolutionary and Transmission Dynamics of Newly Emerging Avian Influenza Viruses” to determine if 

it entails gain-of-function research with potential pandemic pathogens? Please explain why or why not? 

 

6. Will any of the experiments conducted as part of this project be performed in laboratories in China? If 

so, have those laboratories involved been inspected by USDA officials? 

 

Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have any questions about this request. 

 

Sincerely,  

 

Joni K. Ernst   

United States Senator   


