The Dingell Investigation

In the 19 May issue of Science, Barbara J.
Culliton reports (News & Comment, p.
765) that, while talking to reporters during
a break in the congressional hearing, I made
new allegations in the Baltimore—Imanishi-
Kari affair and cited evidence that had not
been made public. This is incorrect. What I
said was simply a repetition of my own
testimony or that of the Secret Service.
Specifically, I was questioned by reporters
about whether the authenticity of certain
data could ever be determined. I restated my
belief that the question would be answered
definitively and that the forensic evidence
would show I was telling the truth.

Walter Stewart then reminded the report-
ers about the forensic analysis of gamma
counter output tapes described by the Secret
Service during the 4 May hearing. When
complete, this analysis alone could settle the
question of whether or not the data are
authentic. However, as stated at the hearing,
the Secret Service needs some additional
information before issuing a definitive re-
port. As Representative John Dingell (D-
MI) stated at the hearing, resolution of the
issues has been delayed by the authors’
decision not to answer questions from the
investigating staff of the congressional sub-
committee.

The same article reports, “As one charge is
answered, another is made, leading scientists
to charge O’Toole with creating a constant-
ly moving target.” My charge is, as it has
been from the beginning, that the central
claim of a paper by D. Weaver et al. (1) is not
supported by the underlying data. I am not
the target of the investigation, and the
movement of the target is not under my
control. The history is as follows. In May
1986, I discovered that there were serious
misstatements in the published paper. I
brought my concerns in writing to the au-
thors. The authors acknowledged some of
the misstatements, but refused to submit a
correction. Herman Eisen, who was solely
responsible for the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology’s investigation, has testified
that he did not even look at data before
reporting to the MIT administration that
the paper required no correction. I then
dropped the matter, but others pursued it.

Two years later I was called to testify at a
congressional hearing. I stated that the au-
thors had refused to correct known errors. A
panel of the National Institutes of Health
then investigated and issued a report con-
firming many of my assertions about the

16 JUNE 1989

published data and stating that the errors
were “serious.” However, the panel ruled
that the central claim of the paper was
supported by unpublished June 1985 sub-
cloning experiments. The NIH report called
for these subcloning experiments to be pub-
lished in “replacement” of the published
data. (The authors, however, replied that
they have a difference of opinion with the
investigative panel. Instead of replacing the
published experiments with the unpublished
experiments, they simply submitted a small
sample of the subcloning data.)

When I received the panels report, I
immediately informed NIH that in May
1986 I had been told that no such subclon-
ing experiments had ever been done. Thus, I
am now raising questions about the authen-
ticity of certain data submitted to the NIH
panel. Some of this questioned data has
recently been published in Cell (2) in the
form of a correction required by NIH. As
James B. Wyngaarden testified, NIH relied
on statements from others involved in the
case in concluding that my assertions were
not likely to be correct.

Since then, however, the Secret Service
has determined, and the authors do not
dispute, that at least some of the data was
entered in the notebooks after I asked to see
them. Forensic experts also testified that
certain alterations of laboratory records
were probably done with an “attempt to
conceal” the changes and that certain experi-
ments, not just the recording of data, may
not be authentic with respect to time. In
light of these and other revelations that
Wyngaarden described as “disturbing,” the
newly reopened NIH investigation will in-
clude the complete forensic analysis.

The article by Culliton incorrectly states,
“O’Toole called into question the validity of
experiments compiled by coauthor Thereza
Imanishi-Karl after she had examined just
17 pages of Imanishi-Kari’s raw data.” As all
involved have acknowledged, this is not
what happened. In fact, I met with Imani-
shi-Kari and reviewed all data she presented
before I reported to Eisen.

MarGor O’TOOLE
44 Clark Road,
Brookline, MA 02146
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I am concerned that readers of “Dingell v.
Baltimore” (News & Comment, 28 Apr., p.
412) will not “see the forest for the trees.”
We should remember that the central issue
of who shall defend ethical science against
scientific misconduct far transcends the de-
tails of this case. Representative John Din-

gell’s investigation is a serious encroachment
on the free pursuit of science and upon
scientists’ right for self regulation. Just as all
citizens have a right to a jury of peers for
civil offenses, so must scientists have a right
to be judged by their peers in cases of
alleged scientific misconduct. A congres-
sional subcommittee hearing is not the fo-
rum for judging the validity of complex
experimental results. The establishment of
infrastructures in research institutions for
the investigation of scientific misconduct
and unprofessional behavior would better
serve science as well as the patrons of sci-
ence: Congress and the public.
Don S. DOERING
Whitehead Institute,
and Department of Biology,
Massachusetts Institute of Technology
Cambridge, MA 02142

Responsibility

Most scientists agree that scientific mis-
conduct falls into two categories: fraud, a
rare event but well publicized when discov-
ered, and negligence, which is far more
common. The problem of willful fraud in
science probably has no simpler solution
than that already evident: intellectual curios-
ity and open debate. Negligence is a more
difficult problem, for which there is also a
simple solution: scientific journals should
require a “responsible author” (RA) for each
manuscript. This person would assume re-
sponsibility for the methods and results
described in the published article and,
should there be misconduct by any of the
authors, the RA would be culpable. Correc-
tive measures taken by granting agencies
would also be the responsibility of the RA.

Among the items of particular concern to
RAs in biomedical manuscripts would be
understandable and reliable descriptions of
methods; molecular sequences of macromol-
ecules that are correct; and the number and
type of controls for such techniques as the
polymerase chain reaction and in situ hy-
bridization. The proper and humane care of
experimental animals and the longevity and
health of control animals is fundamental to
good science and should be assured by the
RA. If cell lines or long-term cultures were
used, the RA should determine whether or
not the cultures have been recently tested for
infection with organisms such as mycoplas-
ma. Theoretical and experimental work in
chemistry, physics, and earth sciences should
share the same general principles.

Designating an author to assume respon-
sibility for the reliability of methods and
data may seem a part of being the “senior”
author of an article. However, since customs
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