                                                      October 7, 2002

Dr. Gro Harlem Brundtland

Director-General

World Health Organization

Re: Implementation of WHO Guidelines on Disclosure of Interest by Members of WHO Expert Panels

Dear Dr. Brundtland:


This is a follow-up to a letter on this subject I sent to you on February 25, 2002, with 31 authors.  Concerned and respected scientists have signed the letter, including Dr. Lorenzo Tomatis, former Director of the International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC), and others who have been involved in developing the IARC Monographs program on the evaluation of carcinogenic risks of chemicals to humans and who have served on IARC Working Groups that issued the Monographs in the past.  We have received no answer from you to our concerns about corporate influence and undisclosed conflicts of interest in the recent years of the IARC Monographs program. 


The latest issue of the International Journal of Occupational and Environmental Health (Vol. 8, No. 3, enclosed) contains our letter to you and several related commentaries.  The one by Dr. James Huff, past chief of the IARC Monographs program, well illustrates the basis of our concern (“IARC Monographs, Industry Influence, and Upgrading, Downgrading, and Under-grading Chemicals”, pp. 249-270).  Here, a scientist long familiar with IARC and the experts it has impaneled to prepare the Monographs, finds a striking difference in the “alignment” of the experts during the years since 1995  and a corresponding period 20 years earlier (when Huff was the chief of the Monographs program).  Huff rates the alignment of Working Group participants as “Public Health” for only 29% in the recent years, down from 77%.  There is a corresponding rise in the fraction of WG participants whose alignment is designated as “Industry”, from 9% in the early years to 32% in the recent years.  Similarly, there is a dramatic trend in the alignment of “observers” allowed to attend IARC WG meetings, with “public health” declining steeply and “industry” becoming much more dominant in the later years (Tables 4-5).


The current issue of the journal also includes other critical commentaries on recent trends at IARC, by Dr. Ronald Melnick (“The IARC Evaluation of Di(2ethylhexyl)phthalate/A Flawed Decision Based on an Untested Hypothesis”, pp. 284-286) and Dr. Jennifer Sass of the Natural Resources Defense Council (“Letter to IARC Monograph Program Chief Jerry Rice”, pp. 277-278), among others.  The letter from Dr. Sass was sent after a meeting with Dr. Rice in her office in Washington on March 1, 2002, and focuses particularly on problems of transparency and conflicts of interest at IARC.  I hope that you will read it.  Dr. Eva Hansen also contributed a piece criticizing the evaluation of rock wool and slag wool, downgraded by IARC on suspect and equivocal findings.       


The development and adoption of WHO’s “Declaration of Interests” policy for WHO-appointed experts (IJOEH, pp 274-276) has taken place during your term at WHO, and now is a critically important time to put in place the directive to assure that the policy is properly implemented by WHO agencies, including IARC.  Drs. Rice and Kleihues will retire relatively soon (Rice this month and Kleihues in January 2004), and their successors should have clear direction from WHO on how to apply this policy and help restore the reputation of IARC.       
 


There is considerable anxiety over who will succeed Drs. Rice and Kleihues.  Both of them have responded to the above criticisms with denials that there are any problems of undue corporate influence at IARC, and neither of them has acknowledged that there is any reason to change anything.  Many of us who are concerned about the reputation and integrity of the IARC program are hoping that the new IARC Director and Monographs Chief will have a stronger public health orientation and appreciation of the need to assure scientific objectivity.


It is in the spirit of protecting and preserving IARC as the leading authority on carcinogenic risk that I send you this letter and enclosure and respectfully request your reply.  As you are a leading member of the international health community, we certainly expect you to take a positive stance on this important issue and address our sincere concerns.

                                                              Sincerely,

                                                               Barry Castleman, Sc.D. 

