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MRC changes its name, doubles its budget

Medical Research Council of Canada
President Henry Friesen is ready to call
it quits, having accomplished his goal of
disbanding the 40-year-old institution
over which he presides. If all goes ac-
cording to plan, the MRC will cease to
exist sometime around the beginning of
April, to be replaced by the brand-new
Canadian Institutes of Health Research
(CIHR).

“We should see bill C-13, the legisla-
tion establishing the CIHR and repeal-
ing the MRC act, become law by Apr.
1,” Friesen said in an interview. A call
for nominations for CIHR president and
positions on the new governing council
closed in mid-January, with more than
400 applications received. But Friesen’s
name was not among them.

“I have served notice that the stage is
set and it would be right for a new
council and president to take on the ex-
citing challenges ahead,” Friesen said.
“I'm looking forward to a little less hec-
tic pace. I really felt somebody younger
and full of energy could be more effec-
tive in the next stage.”

Friesen said he will be happy to stay
on until a new person is chosen “and
then watch with great interest to see
how things unfold.”

The federal government announced
its intention to create the CIHR in the
February 1999 budget. An interim gov-
erning council was established shortly
after, with Friesen as chair, and it has
been working tirelessly since then to
make the new institutes a reality, the
MRC president said.

The CIHR will have a much
broader mandate than the MRC.
Through a network of research institu-
tions, it will support a wide spectrum
of health research, from basic science
to clinical research to health services
and population health. It will also have
a much larger budget — by its second
year of operation, the annual budget of
the CIHR will be close to $500 mil-
lion, nearly double that of the MRC,
Friesen said.

The idea for the CIHR first sur-
faced at an MRC council meeting in
March 1998. The council recognized

that it was “substantially at a disadvan-
tage at an international level in terms
of support for health and medical re-
search,” said Friesen, “and unless the
MRC developed a strategy that was
more inclusive, it would be left further
behind.” This led to the idea of replac-
ing the council with a series of a “the-
matically focused institutes” linked
through technology.

The new initiative did create “a cer-
tain ambivalence,” Friesen admitted,
“because there is a deeply felt loyalty to
the MRC by its constituency — but I
think you have to recognize the world
is changing, and institutions are not
immune.”

The MRC governing council voted
“virtually unanimously” in support of
the idea, but acceptance within the
medical community was a bit more
guarded. “There were a lot of voices of
caution, concern and scepticism,” said
Friesen, “but now I perceive a sense of
exhilaration and excitement. Of course,
it’s helped by the increased funding.”
— Léo Charbonneau, Ottawa

Online obituary searching now available

CMAYT is the only Canadian journal to publish large numbers of physician
death notices — a job it has been doing since it was first published in 1911.
Now, thanks to staff at Montreal’s McGill University Library, every death
notice ever published in CMAY or its predecessors — Maritime Medical News,
the Montreal Medical Journal and the Canadian Medical and Surgical Journal —
is now referenced online. For instance, visitors who type in “Osler” will learn
instantly that Sir William’s obituary appeared in CMAJ in 1920 (vol. 10, page
97). David Crawford, McGill’s health sciences librarian, says the file contains
reference information for more than 12 000 physicians. “As time, money and
energy allow, we would like to add references to obits in other Canadian
journals, but we have no immediate plans for this,” he added. The site is lo-
cated at www.health.library.mcgill.ca/osler/welcome.htm#obituary.
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