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Letters
Correspondance

Misplaced allegations

As chairs of the Clinical Research
Ethics Board (REB) at the Univer-

sity of British Columbia (UBC), we felt
we should respond to the allegations
made in CMAJ’s Holiday Review by
Ian Scott and Cheryl Wilson,1 both of
UBC. Although there does appear to be
a correlation between forest industry
activity and the paper demands of re-
search ethics boards, we suspect that
this is more association than causation. 

Nonetheless, we were concerned
about the issue and conducted some fur-
ther research. Ethics approval was not
sought, because we could not afford to
make the 20 copies required by our own
REB. What we found is far more dis-
turbing than the aforementioned associ-
ation. Table 1 clearly shows what ap-
pears to be a strong association between
the number of copies of ethics applica-
tions required by REBs and the number
of Conservative Party of Canada plus
Progressive Conservative (PC) mem-
bers of Parliament from each province
(Table 1). We are not sure how this fac-
tor has influenced the number of copies
required by REBs, but we plan to find
out. We also believe that the reason the
PCs are still listed (at the time of writ-
ing, in mid-January 2004) as a separate
entity in the House of Commons party

standings,2 despite recent reports of a
merger with the Canadian Alliance, is to
obscure this association.

Hence, for the foreseeable future,
we plan to approve only research pro-
posals that look into this issue. To ex-
pedite the process, we will require only
1 copy of any original research proposal
that examines this disturbing trend.
However, if the application comes from
the Department of Family Practice at
UBC, 40 copies will be required.

James McCormack
Associate Chair
Peter Loewen
Chair
Clinical Research Ethics Board
University of British Columbia
Vancouver, BC
(Not on behalf of any of the other
members of the UBC Clinical Research
Ethics Board.)
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[One of the authors responds:]

We appreciate the desire of James
McCormack and Peter Loewen

to further understand the cause of the
disparate number of copies of research
applications required for submission to
research ethics boards at different uni-
versities, as reported in our article.1

However, we were disappointed to
learn that the Clinical REB at UBC
has arbitrarily singled out our group
and henceforth will be demanding 40
copies of any applications from the De-
partment of Family Practice. In re-
sponse, we plan to foster collaboration
by seeking formal cross-appointments
to the Faculty of Pharmaceutical Sci-
ences for all members of our depart-
ment, which we hope will lead to this
unfair ruling being overturned. We
wish to assure readers that the fact that
members of the Faculty of Pharmaceu-
tical Sciences get to personally experi-
ment with all the great new drugs has
nothing to do with our attempt to join
this group.

Ian Scott
Department of Family Practice
(and, hopefully, Faculty of
Pharmaceutical Sciences)
University of British Columbia
Vancouver, BC
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Sample size and study
interpretation

Max Pittler and associates1 report
the results of a randomized dou-

ble-blind crossover trial of the effective-
ness of artichoke extract in preventing
alcohol-induced hangovers. However,
their sample size of 15 is too small.
Even though the study had a crossover
design, the standard deviations (SDs)

Table 1: Comparison by province of number of copies of ethics
applications required by research ethics boards (REBs) and numbers of
Conservative Party of Canada (CPC) + Progressive Conservative (PC)
members of Parliament

Province

No. of copies required
by REBs in each faculty

of medicine
No. of CPC + PC

members of Parliament*

British Columbia 20 25
Alberta 17 24
Manitoba 15   5
Nova Scotia 14   3
Ontario 13   3
Quebec 13   1
Newfoundland 11   3

Saskatchewan† 12   9

*According to data on party affiliations in the 37th legislature, as of Jan. 19, 2004.2

†Data from Saskatchewan were excluded from the analysis because that province refuses to participate in
daylight savings time.


