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SPEECH ON PAYMENTS TO PHYSICIANS

Mr. GRASSLEY: Mr. President, several years ago I started looking at the financial relationships between physicians and drug companies.  I first began these inquiries by examining payments from pharmaceutical companies to physicians serving on Food and Drug Administration advisory boards. More recently, I began looking at professors at medical schools and their financial relationships with pharmaceutical companies. In turn, I scrutinized the grants that these physicians may have received from the National Institutes of Health.

I first examined a psychiatrist at the University of Cincinnati. Then I looked at three research psychiatrists who took millions of dollars from the drug companies and failed to fully report their financial relationships to Harvard and Mass General Hospital.

I then discovered a doctor at Stanford who founded a company that is seeking the Food and Drug Administration’s approval to market a drug for psychotic depression.  The National Institutes of Health is funding some of the research on this drug, which is being led by this same Stanford scientist.  If his own research finds that the drug is successful, this researcher stands to gain millions. The NIH later removed this researcher from the grant.

I would now like to address two doctors with the University of Texas System.  

Dr. Augustus John Rush is a psychiatrist at the University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center.  During 2003-2005, Dr. Rush received an NIH grant to conduct a clinical training program.  This program helped trainees understand how to conduct proper clinical trials and also dealt with medical ethics.  

However, just two years before getting this federal grant, Dr. Rush failed to report all of the money that Eli Lilly paid him. Dr. Rush disclosed $3,000 in payments from the company, but Eli Lilly tells me that they paid Dr. Rush $17,802 in 2001.  

I would also like to discuss Dr. Karen Wagner, a professor at the University of Texas Medical Branch at Galveston. 

Dr. Wagner was one of the authors on a Paxil study known as Study 329.  This study was published in 2001.

Study 329 was cited in a New York case where GlaxoSmithKline was charged with “repeated and persistent fraud.”  Part of the case against Glaxo was that the drug company promoted positive findings but didn’t publicize unfavorable data.

In March 2006, Dr. Wagner was being deposed in a case on Paxil.  During that deposition, Dr. Wagner was asked how much money she had taken from drug companies over the previous five years.

Her response?  She said, and I quote, “I don’t know.” In fact, she testified that she couldn’t even estimate how much money she received from the drug companies.

According to Glaxo, they paid Dr. Wagner over $53,220 in 2000. In 2001, when study 329 was published the company reported paying her $18,255.  

During many of these years, Dr. Wagner has led NIH-funded studies on depression. These studies involved Paxil and Prozac; an antidepressant made by Eli Lilly. Eli Lilly reported to me that they paid Dr. Wagner over $11,000 in 2002.  However, Dr. Wagner did not disclose this payment to the University of Texas.

Apparently, the University of Texas Medical Branch didn’t require their physicians to disclose their financial relationships with the drug industry, until around 2002.  But federal guidelines from 1995 are clear that researchers need to disclose this money when they take a grant from the NIH. 

What makes this even more interesting is that from September 2003 through August 2004, Dr. Wagner was a voting member of the Conflict of Interest Committee at her university. That’s right, she was one of the university’s experts on conflicts of interest during the same time that she was not reporting her outside income.

Before closing, I would like to say that the University of Texas System has been very cooperative in this investigation.  And I appreciate the continued cooperation of companies like GlaxoSmithKline and Eli Lilly.

I would like to enter my letter to the University of Texas into the record.

I yield the floor.

