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Credibility crisis looms as Indian medical council is dissolved 
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India has dissolved the Medical Council of India (MCI) in the wake of corruption charges against its top functionary, although some experts believe that restoring the MCI's credibility in the future will be an uphill task.

The president of India, Pratibha Devisingh Patil, signed an ordinance on 15 May, empowering the government to dissolve the MCI. A six-member panel chaired by Dr S K Sarin of the department of gastroenterology at GB Pant Hospital has now replaced the MCI.

MCI's president, Dr Ketan Desai, has been arrested by India's Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI) over charges of accepting a bribe of Rs20 million ($450,500) for allegedly granting recognition to a medical college in Punjab ( scripnews.com, 28 April, 2010). More allegations of amassing disproportionate wealth have since emerged against Dr Desai.

India's health minister, Ghulam Nabi Azad, has already taken a tough view on attempts to secure recognition for medical colleges using fraudulent means. In a letter to deans of medical and dental colleges earlier this year, Mr Azad said that some persons "proclaiming to be close" to him were approaching such colleges promising them approval/recognition for both undergraduate and postgraduate courses for 2010-11. 

"If anyone approaches you on my behalf or on behalf of my office or any officer of the ministry or the MCI/Drugs Controller General of India, please feel free to call me on my office/residential phones or inform through a confidential fax/email," Mr Azad said. 

He added that stringent action would also be taken against any college authority that entertained such middlemen.

Credibility woes

Pharmaceutical industry experts say that the recent developments concerning the MCI are "very disturbing" and were avoidable, if appropriate "checks and balances" were in place within the system. 

"Even after the immediate damage control measures by the Government, I reckon, the stigma on the credibility of MCI may continue to haunt the institution, for a reasonably long time," Tapan Ray, the director general of the Organisation of Pharmaceutical Producers of India ( OPPI), told Scrip.

Dr Arun Bhatt, president of Clininvent Research, an Indian contract research organisation, said that the selection of "reputed medical experts" as an interim MCI panel did give confidence about the government's commitment to restore credibility. "Of course, it will require sustained efforts over several years to make MCI a respected credible body," Dr Bhatt said. 

On some suggestions that non-physicians should form part of the new panel, Dr Bhatt noted that even if such experts were not on the panel, the panel could consult and interact with relevant non-physicians where needed. 

Mr Ray also hoped that the new panel appointed by the Ministry of Health would work out an appropriate policy framework, not only to restore the credibility of the MCI, but also to put in place measures to prevent the repetition of blatant misuse of power by vested interests in the future. 

CME

The developments at the MCI appear to have added to the industry's uneasiness on whether its efforts at continuing medical education (CME) would be viewed as inducements under the MCI's recently amended regulations. 

Mr Ray said that, although the new MCI regulations were steps in the right direction, the pharmaceutical industry, by and large, "did have an apprehension" that "very important and informative" CME, which could help patients immensely, may get adversely impacted with the new regulations. So too would the areas involving medical/clinical research and trials. 

"The amended MCI regulations are surely aimed at improving the ethical standards in the medical profession and are expected to achieve the desired objectives. However, in many places the guidelines lack absolute clarity," Mr Ray said.

Last December, the MCI amended the Professional Conduct, Etiquette and Ethics Regulations 2002, stating that medical practitioners should not accept gifts, travel facilities, hospitality and so on from the industry. Dr Desai had earlier been quoted in local media as saying that the ethics code applied to firms that sponsor only individual doctors and not associations, and that CME courses would be unaffected ( scripnews.com, 19 March 2010). 

Dr Bhatt, however, said that ideally CME should be conducted by professional medical associations without the involvement of or dependence on industry. "At present, the industry seems to be concerned and cautious about the implications of the MCI code," Dr Bhatt told Scrip.

The OPPI also noted that its Code of Pharmaceutical Marketing Practices clearly specified practical and neutral 'Do's and Don’ts' in all areas, including CME. "MCI regulations with requisite clarity, along with the self-regulations by the industry, should work well in India without any further government regulation,” Mr Ray added.
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