ic disease and said there is no need
for the average healthy American to
cut down on dietary cholesterol.

The 20-page report, “Toward
healthful diets,” sparked instant con-
troversy among government and pri-
vate groups who for years have been
urging Americans to reduce consump-
tion of food high in fat and cholesterol
as a way to reduce the risk of heart
disease and cancer. Pointing to the
food-industry ties of some board
members, critics quickly expanded
the controversy to include questions
of objectivity and ethics. The report
eventually created a rift within the
Food and Nutrition Board itself when
its 20-member Consumer Liasion
Panel on 11 June, severed rela-
tions with the board in protest.

The controversy was stirred by
what is an essentially conservative re-
port. The board, whose 15 members
set nutrient requirements for Ameri-
cans by issuing the Recommended
Dietary Allowances (RDA’s), finds no
clear evidence that reducing serum
cholesterol levels by dietary changes
can prevent coronary heart disease.
The board notes that, when these at-
tempts are made, there is only a “mar-
ginal” drop in the number of heart at-
tacks and “no effect in overall mortali-
ty.” They also note that the body
synthesizes its own cholesterol, and
that only 10 to 50 percent of cholester-
ol coming into the body through diet is
absorbed. They hold that epidemiolog-
ical evidence is at best inconclusive,
noting that risk factors other than diet
include a family history of cardiovas-
cular disease, the male gender, hy-
pertension, obesity, diabetes, smok-
ing, and physical inactivity. Says the
report: “Those who seek to change
the national diet in hope of preventing
degenerative diseases assume that
the risk of change is minimal and rely
heavily on epidemiological evidence
for support of their belief in the proba-
bility of benefit. Neither the degree of
risk nor the probability of benefit can
be assumed in the absence of suit-
able evidence.”

In sharp contrast to this attitude, re-
ductions in cholesterol intake have
been recommended by the American
Heart Association, the now-defunct
Senate Select Committee on Nutri-
tion, and, most recently, by the U.S.
Department of Agriculture and the De-
partment of Health and Human Ser-
vices. In all, some 20 government and

private groups have taken this stance.

In a typical response to the NAS
board report, Robert Levy, director of
the National Heart, Lung, and Blood
Institute, says the recommendation to
do nothing about cholesterol is in-
appropriate. “Existing information in-
dicates that Americans should hedge
their bets and seek a diet lower in sat-
urated fats and cholesterol, at least
until more evidence is available.”

In addition to fueling the already
heated controversy over whether it is
wise to make a nationwide nutritional
policy on the basis of what most
everyone concedes are incomplete
facts, the report brought a round of
protest from critics who questioned
the ethics of the board. Such protests
are not new. On more than one occa-
sion the board has been criticized for
possible conflicts of interest that might
predispose its members to pro-indus-
try views. In light of this, the NAS now
requires prospective panel members
to file a statement listing potential con-
flicts of interest. The statements,
which are not available to the public,
are reviewed by the NAS Assembly of
Life Sciences once a year and when-
ever a new NAS panel is created or
new panel member added. They are
not reviewed when an established
panel, such as the Food and Nutrition
Board, issues a new report.

Critics of the NAS, such as Michael
Jacobson, director of the Washington-
based Center for Science in the Public
Interest, say “this minimal NAS self-
scrutiny” is thus rendered ineffective
when a panel such as the Food and
Nutrition Board moves off its estab-
lished turf of issuing RDA’s and re-
leases a special report. Jacobson
notes that two members of the board
are food company executives, and
some members, such as board chair-
man Alfred E. Harper, a biochemist at
the University of Wisconsin, serve as
paid consultants of the food industry.
Board member Robert E. Olson, chair-
man of the task force that wrote the
diet report, also set up the peer-
review program for the evaluation of
research grants at the American Egg
Board—a congressionally chartered
group within the administrative struc-
ture of the Agriculture Department.
The egg board is industry-supported
and sponsors research and consumer
education on eggs. Olsop is a paid
consultant. In addition, Jacobson notes
that the NAS diet report was financed

Briefing

by funds paid to the NAS by the 80
food companies represented on the
board’s Industry Liasion Panel.
Harper, in reply, denies that the ob-
jectivity of the report was in any way
jeopardized. He says, for instance,
that he personally does more consult-
ing for government than for industry.
He also notes that the companies that
make up the Industry Liasion Panel of
the board and finance its reports have
competing interests. Some of the
companies, for instance, promote
products that encourgge consumption
of dietary cholesterol while others pro-
mote special low-cholesterol products
that normally have high cholesterol
content. Slighting the report on the
basis of alleged industry influence, he
says, “is an attempt to coercion. It is
an effort to indict people for having a
scientific view that differs from one
that may be more widely accepted.”
Olson, a biochemist at the St.:Louis
University school of medicine, says in
regard to his affiliation with the egg
board: “My conscience is clear. | can
be labeled a man sympathetic to the
nutritional value of eggs, but not nec-
essarily to the egg industry. The data
used in this report were based on the
published literature, not my associa-
tion with the egg board.” He says he
took the position on the egg board’s
research program only after being as-
sured of complete scientific freedom.
Olson also says critics raise questions
about the integrity of the panel be-
cause “they don’'t know how to attack
the report’s scientific conclusions.”

DeVita to Head NCI

Vincent T. DeVita, Jr., who has
served since January as acting direc-
tor of the National Cancer Institute
(NCI), has been offered the director-
ship and is expected to accept. The
White House has not yet set a date
for the announcement.

DeVita will replace Arthur C. Upton,
who announced his resignation as di-
rector of the NClI last 6 December. De-
Vita has served as director of the divi-
sion of cancer treatment at NCI since
1974. He is best known for research
on the treatment of advanced cases
of Hodgkin’s disease, his chemother-
apeutic approach oftentimes produc-
ing a favorable prognosis for the
patient.
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