NEWS

NIH forms policy centre
to study research ethics

B Unit will respond to emerging issues
m Outside scholars complement staff

Bethesda, Maryland

Tue US National Institutes of Health (NTH)
are creating a public policy centre to an-
ticipate and help to shape the public debate
on many of the controversial social, ethi-
cal and legal issues in biomedical research.

Bernadine Healy, the director of NIH,
expects the centre to give NIH the intellec-
tual resources to identify, ponder and then
begin to resolve these issues before they
explode into public view. But several
prominent bioethicists, none of whom has
been consulted about the new centre, are
more sceptical of its chances for success.
They applaud Healy’s intentions but they
question whether such an in-house centre
can be independent enough to garner re-
spect and open enough to build the con-
sensus needed to withstand the inevitable
political battles.

Healy sees the centre as “a model for
what a government think tank can be™.
She hopes to launch it by the summer with
a few million dollars from her director’s
discretionary fund, starting with a small
permanent staff, a handful of experts on
call from other parts of the institutes, and
a few outside scholars and fellows from
universities, industry and the non-profit
world.,

The centre will be located within the
offices of her associate director for sci-
ence policy and legislation, Jay
Moskowitz. Moskowitz says that the cen-
tre will be both “a rapid response unit” to
questions raised¢ by NIH efficials and a
place where scholars can pursue their own
lines of inquiry. The centre will also spon-
sor workshops and commission reports,
he says, but it will not operate an extramu-
ral grants programme. Healy has assigned
a major role in the planning to Sandy
Chamblee, a former partner in the Wash-
ington, DC, law firm of Steptoe & Johnson,
who joined the NIH in January as counsel-
lor to the NIH director and senior policy
analyst (see sidebar).

Healy and Moskowitz expect the
centre to wrestle with issues that could
otherwise delay the progress of science,
including the proper handling of genetic
information, the treatment of animals in
research, and the use of prisoners in clini-
caltrials. “The era of Gregor Mendel look-
ing at pea plants and ignoring the impact
of his research on the agriculture industry
is past”, says Moskowitz. “NIH has moved
into the nineties, and it’s our job to find
those emerging trends that will have ma-
jor implications for policy.”
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As part of the Department of Health
and Human Services, NIH must defer 1o
the Bush Administration on matters of
policy. ButHealy believes that there is still
a lot that NIH can do. A 21-page report
prepared as part of the strategic planning
exercise now under way at NIH points out
“the aim is not to promulgate new regula-
tions . . . but rather to provide the research
community with relevant guidance and
[ensure] public understanding and sup-
port for basic and clinical research”.

Many bioethicists outside NIH agree
that such efforts would be helpful. But
they wonder if NIH is going about it in the
right way, if the model is the right one, and
if the centre will have to pull its punches.

“We have allowed some of these issues
to become so politicized that we can no
longer act”, says Alex Capron of the Uni-
versity of Southern California, citing as an
example the 1988 report on fetal tissue
transplantation that was effectively ignored
by the administration.

Capron was executive director of a
presidential commission on ethical issues
in biomedical research formed under
Jimmy Carter that went out of business
during the Reagan administration, and was
later chairman of an ill-fated board de-

signed to advise Congress that floundered
over the issue of abortion. He says that, to
be effective, the NIH centre must solicit
the opinions of all segments of society
and, at the same time, have access to
policymakers at the highest levels of the
federal government.

Being seen as an internal ‘job shop’
would not only limit its effectiveness but
alsomake it harder to attract leading schol-
ars, says Albert Jonsen, chairman of the
department of medical ethics at the Uni-
versity of Washington medical school and
a member of both the presidential com-
mission and an earlier national commis-
sion for the protection of human subjects
that existed from 1974 to 1978. In addi-
tion, says Jonsen, “ethics is a communal
activity, notabenchscience”, and he warns
that “a quick response [to a problem] is
often very dangerous”.

John Fletcher, who was head of the
bioethics programme within the Clinical
Center at NIH for 10 years before leaving
in 1987 to become professor of bioethics
at the University of Virginia medical
school, believes that the center could play
an important role by re-examining those
issues — including the current prohibition
on the use of embryos and transplanted
fetal tissue in research -— first raised a
decade or more ago.

“I would see it as a potential healing
force”, he says, “an attempt to seek knowl-
edge and promote thoughtful debate. If
the center can’t do those things, it can’t
succeed. NIH prides itself on having the
academic freedom of a university. This
would be a good test.”

Jeffrey Mervis
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