
On May 7 at the ARVO Annual Meeting and June 12 at the National Advisory Eye 
Council (NAEC) meeting, Dr. Sieving provided updates on the NEI’s Audacious 
Goals Initiative (AGI).  In 2013, NEI announced the primary AG of Regenerating 
Neurons and Neural Connections in the Eye and Visual System and identified two 
high-priority research areas—Molecular Therapy for Eye Disease and Intersection 
of Aging and Biological Mechanisms of Eye Disease. Highlights of Dr. Sieving’s 
presentation include: 

• NEI is creating a new AGI Office, which will take its direction from the NAEC 
and the vision community, specifically though a new AGI Steering Committee 
composed of five individuals who will rotate over time. Dr. Sieving announced 
NAEVR/AEVR Board member John Dowling, Ph.D. (Harvard University) as the 
Chair, with two other members announced to-date: Pamela Raymond, Ph.D. 
(University of Michigan) and Mark Blumenkranz, M.D. (Stanford University 
School of Medicine). The Steering Committee’s responsibilities will be to:   
• Advise on scientific trajectory
• Evaluate progress 
• Make course adjustments, as needed 
• Remain flexible as science changes 
• Use transparent processes
• Ensure collaborative, integrative, and cross-disciplinary science   

• 

• On April 23, NEI released a request for applications (RFA) associated with the 
primary AG entitled Addressing Technical Needs and Opportunities for Imaging 
the Visual System, which it discussed in a June 5 Webcast. NEI intends to fund 
4-6 awards of up to $1 million each, for a total of $5-6 million of FY2015 funding.  
In 2013, NEI also issued program announcements for R01s addressing the two 
high-priority areas of research.  

• Dr. Sieving addressed the nature of these grants as compared to the traditional 
investigator-initiated research through the R01 process. “These are not your 
grandfather’s RO1s in the sense that you give money for five years and see 
results at the end. This will be a very collaborative, dynamic process that will 
likely use new mechanisms (for example, the NIH ‘U’ mechanism), but nothing 
has been ruled out or in.” 

• Depending on the mechanism used, review will be either by NIH’s Center for 
Scientific Review (CSR) or NEI programmatic staff. Irrespective of the review 
process, these grants will likely be considered differently than R01s, due to a 
unique risk/reward paradigm. 

• Dr. Sieving emphasized that “there is no flight from R01s at NEI since they also 
remain key to the AGI, parallel to this concerted effort.” He stated that, in the 
future, the AGI may account for upwards of 10 percent of the NEI’s extramural 
research budget–although he did not specify a timeframe. 

As in past years, the NAEVR Central 
Booth at the 2014 ARVO Annual 
meeting in Orlando was the focal 
point for vision research funding. 
Attendees contacted their Members 
of Congress to support funding, met 
with Department of Defense (DOD) 
representatives about the Vision 
Trauma Research Program’s (VTRP) 
funding opportunities, and obtained 
electronic versions of NAEVR 
presentations. NAEVR hosted 
Glenn Minney, the new Legislative 
Director for member organization 
Blinded Veterans Association (BVA), 
a dedicated partner in advocating 
for the $10 million in VTRP funding 
in defense appropriations each 
year. Mr. Minney, who lost most of 
his vision while serving as a Navy 
Corpsman in Iraq in 2005, met with 
ARVO leaders and members.  

NAEVR wishes to thank Robert Read and Marc Mitchell from the DOD’s 
Telemedicine and Advanced Technology Research Center (TATRC), who 
hosted meetings with investigators over four days, listening to ideas for 
research that addresses battlefield eye injuries and advising on potential 
funding mechanisms. 

A standing room-only crowd that 
spilled into the hallway attended 
NAEVR’s May 5 Defense-Related 
Vision Research Opportunities 
session. TATRC’s Robert Read spoke 
about the status of grant applications 
submitted for the $14.5 million in 
FY2013 VTRP funding, noting that 
awards should be made prior to 
the end of FY2014. He clarified that 
TATRC will add the $10 million in 
FY2014 VTRP funding (minus a 
sequester cut) to the FY2013 amount 
to award researchers down a list of 
highest-scoring grants. 

Kenneth Bertram, M.D., Ph.D., the 
Principal Assistant for Acquisition at 
the U.S. Army Medical Research and 
Materiel Command (USAMRMC) 
at Fort Detrick, Maryland, spoke 
about the Horus Vision Restoration 
Project, a planned public-private 
initiative to restore functional vision 
to those who have experienced 
traumatic or functional enucleation. 
The Eye of Horus is an ancient 
Egyptian symbol of protection, 
royal power, and good health.

Dr. Bertram reported that forty national 
experts in vision research (including 
NEI Director Paul Sieving, M.D., Ph.D.) 
met in March 2014 to discuss this 
challenge, concluding that: 

• Although full vision restoration is 
daring, improved vision restoration 
may be achievable.

• A Working Group will be formed 
to better define “vision” in terms 
of the target population and to 
assess applicable technologies/
combination of technologies. This 
group was scheduled to meet 
on June 17 to explore current 
technologies with the goal of 
down-selecting to 2-3 potential 
“system of systems” candidates.   

• This challenge has been expanded 
beyond traumatic enucleation to 
include functional enucleation, 
such as low vision injuries and 
degenerative disorders. 

Since the USAMRMC has limitations in 
funding and government contracting 
mechanisms, it proposes to establish 
a 501(c)3 non-profit organization to 
manage and administer the effort. 
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The USAMRMC’s Kenneth Bertram, 
M.D., Ph.D. describes the Horus Vision 
Restoration Project

Even with a 7:30 am start time, the 
session drew a large crowd 

Left to right: A panel of DOD/VTRP 
funded researchers, including James 
Weiland, Ph.D. (University of Southern 
California), Randy Kardon, M.D., Ph.D. 
(University of Iowa), and Tonia Rex, Ph.D. 
(Vanderbilt University) provided advice 
to attendees on how to be responsive to 
DOD funding requests  

TATRC’s Robert Read describes the 
VTRP’s funding opportunities

Left to right: Former ARVO Vice 
President Tom Yorio, Ph.D. (University 
of North Texas Health Science Center), 
a new NAEVR/AEVR Director, with BVA 
Legislative Director Glenn Minney

NEI Director Paul Sieving, M.D., Ph.D.

Left to right: TATRC’s Marc Mitchell and 
Robert Read meet with Rajesh Rao, 
M.D. (University of Michigan), an NEI 
Audacious Goals Initiative prize winner
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