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News

End drug firms’
influence on CME,
says AMA journal
186newsroundup

The American Medical Associa-
tion’s ethics journal has suggest-
ed reducing drug companies’
influence on doctors’ prescribing
habits by stopping the compa-
nies paying for continuing medi-
cal education (CME; American
Medical Association Journal of
Ethics 2006;46:357-436).

Such education is required in
most US states and by many
medical societies. The journal
devoted its entire June issue to
ways to reduce or manage drug
company influence on doctors.

In 2004, more than $2bn
(£1.1bn; €1.6bn) was spent on
continuing medical education.
Medical communications com-
panies and medical schools
depend heavily on drug compa-
nies to develop educational pro-
grammes, say the authors.

“Only CME [continuing
medical education] activities that
are entirely free of pharmaceuti-
cal industry funding should
qualify as education,” they write.

The authors reject a previous
proposal to have drug compa-
nies contribute to an education
fund that would give money to
programmes approved by the
Accreditation Council for Con-
tinuing Medical Education. 

Such an idea was floated 
in May 2003 by Dr Murray
Kapelow, the council’s head
(BMJ 2003;326:1163). That, they
say, would merely indebt doctors
to the pharmaceutical industry
as a whole rather than to indi-
vidual companies.
Janice Hopkins Tanne New York 

The issue is available online at
www.ama-assn.org/ama/pub/cate-
gory/3040.html.

World Cup fever
boosts fight against
neglected diseases
200newsroundup-1

A new mechanism to fund
drugs for developing countries
has been inaugurated at the
current World Cup football
tournament. The international
drug purchase facility, financed
by a tax levied on airline tickets

and administered by a new 
initiative called UnitAid, will 
be used to pay for drugs 
against AIDS, tuberculosis, and
malaria.

Initiated by Brazil’s presi-
dent, Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva,
and President Jacques Chirac of
France, UnitAid was adopted at
February’s Paris conference on
innovative financing for devel-
opment. It comes under the
remit of the World Health
Organization, Unicef, and
UNAIDS and has initial sup-
port from some 40 countries.

“We are aware of the power
of our flagship event,” said
FIFA’s president, Joseph Blatter.
With billions of people watch-

ing it around the world, the
World Cup is, he said, “a great
platform for joining in this
alliance with UnitAid to help in
the fight against three major life
threatening diseases.”

Each match of the World
Cup is being started with a cere-
monial exchange between the
teams’ captains of memorial
footballs bearing UnitAid
branding.

France will be the first coun-
try to institute the tax on airline
tickets on 1 July. Britain and
other countries are expected to
follow shortly.
Peter Moszynski London 

More details are at www.unitaid.eu.

Royal college 
is forced to 
retreat on star
rating system for
GP clinics
116, 218, 219newsroundup-2

The Royal College of General
Practitioners announced last
week that it was suspending
talks with the Department of
Health after an outcry over an
article in The Times (6 Jun, p 1)
that claimed that the college
was planning to introduce a 
star rating system for general
practices.

The chairman of the college,
Mayur Lakhani, said: “In light
of the recent feedback we have
had and the anxieties that GPs
feel, I have today decided to
review the project and suspend
discussions with the Depart-
ment of Health.”

Professor Lakhani expressed
dismay that the leaks made the
proposals appear punitive.
Madeleine Brettingham London 

Antismoking
groups lobby
against House of
Lords report
144, 116newsroundup-3

Antismoking groups have hit
back at a report by the Economic
Affairs Committee of the House
of Lords, published last week
(BMJ 2006;332:1349, 10 Jun),
which slated bans on smoking in
public places as an “over-reac-
tion to the scientific evidence on
passive smoking.”

The lobby group Action on
Smoking and Health (ASH)
described the report as “grossly
misleading.” And the BMA,
along with the Academy of
Medical Royal Colleges and the
Royal College of Nursing, has
written to members of the
House of Lords to clarify the
situation.

The letter cites research pub-
lished in the BMJ (2005;330:
812-5) showing that secondhand
smoke at work was likely to be
responsible for the deaths of
more than two employed people
every working day in the United
Kingdom (617 deaths a year.)
Lynn Eaton London 

bmj.com news roundup
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Parents’ vigil ends in tragedy after mix-up in
identities of car crash victims
346mixup

An Austrian couple who kept a five month vigil beside the bed of a
teenager in a coma who they thought was their son discovered he
was a different person when he woke up and started speaking in a
foreign language.

In a bizarre mix-up, the couple’s real son, Thomas Remschnig, 18,
(above left) had actually been killed in a car crash and buried in the
place of his Bosnian best friend, Enis Memic, 17 (above right), who
had been travelling in the car with him. 

The incident is similar to a case in the US state of Michigan last
month, when the family of the victim of a car crash, Laura Van Ryn,
22, waited five weeks at the bedside of their comatose daughter only
to realise when she awoke that she was their daughter’s friend Whit-
ney Cerak, 19.

In this new case, the car crash happened in the southern Austrian
town of Klagenfurt in February. 

The Austrian family, believing the surviving patient was their son,
Thomas, visited him daily at the Gailtal Clinic in Klagenfurt. But
when he finally woke up it became clear that he was in fact Memic.

The clinic has been criticised after it emerged that even after the
mistake had been spotted and the Austrian family had become aware
of the truth, at least two weeks passed before the Bosnian family was
informed. The clinic, however, claims that its hands were tied because
of a duty of confidentiality to the patient.
Bojan Pancevski Vienna
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