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The following two posts were shared with the bioethics listserv, a forum for bioethicists across the US and the world, in April, 2008, in response to irregularities related to the funding of the EL-CAP study on CT scan screening for lung cancer. Approximately 10-30 messages are posted to this listserv each weekday. While this post did initiate discussions related to conflict of interest in biomedical research (and later in ethics consultation work), only one individual responded to the concerns raised in these posts related to the roles of top members of the Cornell Medical School administration.

Post #1:

Follow the money and, to some degree, it goes straight to the top: 

The original NY Times article, but not the JAMA piece, noted that "Dr. Antonio Gotto, dean of Weill Cornell, and Arthur J. Mahon, vice chairman of the college board of overseers, were directors of the Foundation for Lung Cancer: Early Detection, Prevention & Treatment." The foundation "was underwritten almost entirely by $3.6 million in grants from the parent company of the Liggett Group, maker of Liggett Select, Eve, Grand Prix, Quest and Pyramid cigarette brands...Dr. Gotto said in an interview that Dr. Henschke, Dr. Yankelevitz and another colleague set up the foundation initially without the university’s approval, which he said faculty members are allowed to do. He and Mr. Mahon joined the board some weeks or months after its creation to ensure that the Vector grants were handled correctly, he said. 'If we had been approached, we would not have set up the foundation,'... 'We would have accepted the gift directly. We think we behaved honorably. There was no attempt to set up a foundation to hide tobacco money.' Days earlier, Andrew Ben Ami, assistant secretary of the foundation, said in an interview he would not disclose the source of the charity’s financing at the request of the university.' In another interview before Dr. Gotto agreed to speak, Mr. Mahon, another foundation director [and vice chairman of the college board of overseers at Cornell], said he did not know the source of the funds.

(See http://www.nytimes.com/2008/03/26/health/research/26lung.html?pagewanted=print)


NEJM reported that "the only contributor (to the Foundation) during most of its existence was the Vector Group, the parent company of Liggett, a major tobacco company." (see http://content.nejm.org/cgi/content/full/NEJMe0802618).

 

To Gotto’s credit, in a later MSNBC report, we read, "In retrospect, Gotto said perhaps the tobacco cash and patents that Cornell researchers hold on related technology should have been disclosed in Henschke’s journal articles." (perhaps?!) See http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/23818053/
 

The original ELCAP paper notes the following disclosures - see my bolding re the Foundation, which is listed (?hidden?) halfway down the list:
Supported in part by the National Institutes of Health (grants R01-CA-633931, to Dr. Henschke, and R01-CA-78905, to Dr. Yankelevitz); the Department of Energy (DE-FG02-96SF21260, to Dr. Markowitz); the Department of Defense to Dr. Tockman; Department of Health and Mental Hygiene of the City of New York; New York State Office of Science, Technology, and Academic Research; American Cancer Society; Israel Cancer Association; Starr Foundation; New York Community Trust; Rogers Family Fund; Foundation for Lung Cancer: Early Detection, Prevention, and Treatment; Foundation for Early Detection of Lung Cancer; Dorothy R. Cohen Foundation; Research Foundation of Clinic Hirslanden; Clinic Hirslanden; Swedish Hospital; Yad-Hanadiv Foundation; Jacob and Malka Goldfarb Charitable Foundation; Auen–Berger Foundation; Princess Margaret Foundation; Tenet Healthcare Foundation; Ernest E. Stempel Foundation, Academic Medical Development; Empire Blue Cross and Blue Shield; Eastman Kodak; General Electric; Weill Medical College of Cornell University; New York Presbyterian Hospital; Christiana Care Helen F. Graham Cancer Center; Holy Cross Hospital; Eisenhower Hospital; Jackson Memorial Hospital Health System; and Evanston Northwestern Healthcare. 
(See http://content.nejm.org/cgi/content/full/355/17/1763)

Cornell's statement re the funding issue notes: 

"It is very important to note that the I-ELCAP project -- which comprises more than 50 institutions in nine countries and in 26 states -- has been funded only, in part, by this Vector/Liggett unrestricted gift. The basic research concepts behind the screening project have been developed by Dr. Henschke and Dr. Yankelevitz since the early 1990's, long before the Vector/Liggett gift. I-ELCAP has obtained considerable funding from other sources, and has been able to recruit additional screening centers which, in turn, have developed their own funding resources." Their statement also notes: The original $2.4 million pledge to the Foundation -- and the work funded by the Foundation at Weill Cornell -- was publicly disclosed at the time through a press release, and was covered in the lay media, including USA Today.” (I have not been able to find either disclosure through searching Cornell’s press office site, USA Today’s archives, and google, but have emailed the press officer at Cornell). See http://www.news.cornell.edu/stories/April08/wcmcStatement.html)

Conclusions:

· Again, follow the money and, to some degree, it goes straight to the top. Dr Gotto and Mr Mahon appeared, well, less than frank in their comments to the NY Times. Henschke has taken a lot of flak, but why have medical journals been relatively silent about Gotto’s role?
· It would be nice to know the breakdown for funding of the original study, i.e., what percent of ELCAP study funding came from Vector/Liggett.
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Post #2:

I have found many of the responses over the last few days to be interesting, but have a few comments and questions:

· I find it interesting (and depressing) that no one has mentioned the role of the medical school’s dean, and how he has been not entirely forthright and has been fairly immune to criticism – Just by my posts I assume I will never get a faculty job at Cornell, but is there anyone out there troubled by the fact that the funding issue goes straight to the top?? Is everyone’s job or professional reputation so tenuous that no one dare comment?? I wonder how often deans and others in the highest positions of leadership at medical schools are involved in being on the boards of these sorts of foundations that present an obvious COI requiring disclosure, and if this practice is common, how many do not disclose such involvement.

· BTW, still no response from the Cornell public affairs office re any evidence of the initial announcement/news report of the foundation’s establishment…..

· A question was raised about scientific critiques of the ELCAP study. The NEJM editorial originally published with ELCAP study contains a critique of the study – see http://content.nejm.org/cgi/reprint/355/17/1822.pdf. Further evaluation of the science can be found in the LTEs to NEJM, along with the numerous articles which cite the initial study – see http://content.nejm.org/cgi/content/abstract/355/17/1763?ijkey=f260dcfbe17f0a7be8ebeeed1efa4601b5c15c4a&keytype2=tf_ipsecsha#related_letters.
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Final comments: It might seem unfair to single out Cornell’s Administration, as it is quite likely that such funding agreements and their attendant secrecy are quite common. Nevertheless, the silence of the lay and medical presses, and (of greater concern) the ethics community, especially in light of organizational ethics being a “hot topic” in contemporary ethics discussions, is somewhat disheartening.
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