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Bioethicists call for investigation into nutritional experiments
on Aboriginal people

eading bioethicists say that
I nutritional research conducted

on Aboriginal people in the
1940s and 1950s that came to light last
month, sparking an outcry from the
Chiefs of First Nations and nationwide
rallies, requires a comprehensive
investigation.

The research “is of a piece with
Tuskegee and other infamous research,”
said bioethicist Michael McDonald,
professor emeritus at the University of
British Columbia in Vancouver. An
investigation with “access to records
that even historians can’t get hold of” is
essential, he said.

Richard Sugarman, chair of the
research ethics board at the Hospital for
Sick Children in Toronto, Ontario, also
cited the Tuskegee Syphilis Study, during
which United States government
researchers observed African American
men with syphilis for 30 years without
providing treatment to document the
progress of the infection.

In the Canadian nutrition studies,
government-sponsored researchers work-
ing with Aboriginal people knew they
were undernourished, “and they weren’t
treating it,” said Sugarman. “Who knows
what happened here?” he said. “There
needs to be an investigation.”

The question is, who will conduct
that investigation? The government’s
Truth and Reconciliation Commission
has the authority to investigate, but its
five-year mandate expires in July
2014. “With the end date as it is, we
will be very hard pressed to receive and
review everything,” said commission
spokesperson Heather Frayne.

Several opposition members of Par-
liament have called to extend the com-
mission’s mandate, and the Manitoba
Legislative Assembly passed a resolu-
tion in late July calling on the govern-
ment to extend the mandate beyond five
years specifically to enable the com-
mission to investigate the nutrition
research.
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Government-sponsored researchers working with Aboriginal people knew they were under-
nourished but didn’t treat them. The question now: Who will conduct the investigation?

It has long been known that students
at residential schools were undernour-
ished, but the nutrition research study
was less known until historian Ian
Mosby, a postdoctoral fellow at the
University of Guelph, published a
description of the experiments (J Soc
Hist 2013;46:145-72).

Mosby was combing through federal
records on nutrition policies and found
that hundreds of Aboriginal adults and
children were unknowingly test sub-
jects in studies of nutritional supple-
ments. The research began in 1942,
when experts including Dr. Frederick
Tisdall, who is credited with inventing
Pablum, travelled to Aboriginal com-
munities in Northern Manitoba to doc-
ument the hunger there, describing
some people as “almost starved.” Tis-
dall and the other scientists tested the
effect of vitamin supplements, giving
riboflavin, thiamine or ascorbic acid
supplements to 125 Aboriginal people,
while 175 others served as controls.
Mosby said he did not find any results
from that study.
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Susan Zimmerman, the lawyer who
directs the government’s Secretariat on
Responsible Conduct of Research, said
the nutrition research is the worst case
of research abuse against Aboriginal
people that she knows of.

Justice Murray Sinclair, chair of the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission,
has said that at the time of the research
“everybody involved in scientific work
knew it was wrong to put people into
an experimental situation without
informing them what they were
doing.” But recently another example
emerged of research conducted on
Aboriginal people without consent:
the commission found evidence that
drugs were tested on Aboriginal adults
and children prior to their use in the
rest of Canada.

Nor are these isolated cases. A few
years after Tisdall’s research, controlled
studies formed part of a research project
led by federal nutrition expert Lionel
Pett at six residential schools. During the
studies, researchers stopped services by
Indian Health Services dentists at the six
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schools, because the development of
cavities and gingivitis was considered
important to assess nutritional status. As
a result, care was withheld to ensure the
accuracy of study results.

Children at the school in Port
Alberni, British Columbia, received
eight ounces of milk per day, though
Canada’s Food Rules recommended
more than twice that amount. Pett’s
team collected baseline data for two
years on children under the 8-ounce
policy, before increasing their rations to
24 ounces to study the effects of trip-
ling the milk intake.

Another contentious research project
involved a school in Nova Scotia where
a placebo-controlled study of vitamin C
supplementation using 100 mg ascorbic
acid tablets took place.

John Milloy, a former research
director for the Truth and Reconcilia-
tion Commission, believes more human
experiments will emerge, based on
what he read in archives. “There were
whispers in the files about dental
experimentation,” he said.

An Aboriginal Affairs and Northern
Development Canada spokesperson
called the research “abhorrent,” and
said the agency gave the Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission 900 documents
related to it.

Mosby believes there should be
more than 900 documents. “That seems
like a low number in my mind for an
experiment that in residential schools
alone, went on for five years at six
schools,” he said.

When records from a series of
unethical experiments from the 1940s
were discovered in the US in 2010, the
Presidential Commission for the Study
of Bioethical Issues investigated. It
gathered tens of thousands of pages of
archival records and reviewed more
than 125 000 pages of records (http://
bioethics.gov/node/654).

The Truth and Reconciliation Com-
mission needs documents from 80
church archives and 24 government
departments, according to the Auditor
General of Canada’s 2013 spring report
on the commission’s work. But the gov-
ernment initially said federal librarians
and archivists were not obliged to pro-
duce documents. The commission took
the issue to court, and on Jan. 30, 2013,
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the Ontario Superior Court ordered the
government to provide the commission
with all relevant documents.

Even with the court decision,
obtaining documents from Library and
Archives Canada has been “a very slow
process,” said the commission’s Heather
Frayne. But the events triggered by the

nutrition experiments may have turned
the wheels. Commission contractors
were allowed into the federal archives
on Aug. 6 and will work there for three
months. — Miriam Shuchman,
Toronto, Ont.
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More News online

Health equity critical to transformation, says outgoing CMA president:
Dr. Anna Reid stresses importance of improving the social determinants
of health. — Laura Eggertson, CMAJ

New CMA president decries waste, pushes prevention: Canada’s health
system needs better governance and accountability to eliminate waste,
and doctors and patients need to pursue healthier lifestyles to prevent
disease, says new CMA president. — Laura Eggertson, CMAJ

CMA delegates evade calls to urge national discussion of medically
assisted death: Doctors grappling with the ethical, legal and medical
implications of assisting in the deaths of suffering patients have ducked a
request by their Quebec colleagues for the CMA to spearhead a national
discussion of the issue. — Laura Eggertson, CMAJ

Retinal implant system delivers limited sight to some blind people: A
retinal implant system recently approved for sale in the United States
could give limited sight to the blind, but there are stumbling blocks. —
Adam Miller, Toronto, Ont.

US body helping to tackle counterfeit medi-
cines in Africa: A problem with counterfeit
medicines in Africa is being combatted
through a new training centre set up by the
United States Pharmacopeial Convention. —
Bernard Appiah, College Station, Tex.
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Developing stem cells — the hard way: American researchers have
employed a largely abandoned method — one that would be illegal in
Canada — to turn human skin cells into embryonic stem cells. — Tim
Lougheed, Ottawa, Ont.

Risk of compromised wounds greater among diabetes patients: Hospital
patients with diabetes are almost six times more likely to have compro-
mised wounds as other patients, according to CIHI report. — Catherine
Cross, CMAJ

WHO releases guidelines for treating chemical warfare victims after
possible Syria attacks: The World Health Organization has released
guidelines on treating patients exposed to deadly chemicals, within
days of reports of possible chemical weapons attacks in Syria. — Lauren
Vogel, CMAJ
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