
Editorial independence has surfaced as an issue at the
Croatian Medical Journal in the wake of a confronta-
tion between the journal and the most powerful of its

4 owners, the Zagreb University School of Medicine. Most
recently, the school has proposed an extensive revision of
the journal’s governance structure that would rob the jour-
nal of its independence,1 in contravention of almost every
aspect of the International Committee of Medical Journal
Editors recognized definition of editorial independence.2

This is an extreme incident, but, sadly, not an isolated
one in biomedical publishing. Within the last decade
JAMA,3 the New England Journal of Medicine4 and CMAJ5

have all had confrontations with their publishers over edi-
torial independence. But the complexity in each of those
cases pales in comparison with the long and convoluted
narrative of events in Croatia.

The path leading to this regretful situation is perilously
long and twisted. We lack independent knowledge of all the
events described in 2 recent Croatian Medical Journal editor-
ials;6,7 however, several facts have emerged. The current prob-
lems can be traced back 16 years, to when Iain Chalmers of
the James Lind Library in Oxford, England, discovered an in-
stance of extensive plagiarism in a paper coauthored by Zag-
reb University Professor Assim Kurjak. Chalmers reported the
plagiarism to the Zagreb University School of Medicine,
which requested Chalmers’ “tactful handling of this case.”8

Chalmers acquiesced but, in 2002, discovered that Kurjak had
also plagiarized material from a doctoral thesis and pub-
lished it as a book chapter.

Because of Chalmers’ revelations, the Croatian Medical
Journal was obliged by international standards of scientific
conduct and publishing to scrutinize all the articles authored
by Kurjak that it had published. The Croatian Medical Journal
asked the World Association of Medical Editors and the Com-
mittee on Publication Ethics for an independent investiga-
tion. These organizations identified 3 further transgressions.
The Croatian Medical Journal retracted the 2 plagiarized arti-
cles that appeared in its pages; BMJ retracted a third.

The Zagreb School of Medicine confirmed both the pla-
giarism and duplicate publication and in November 2007,
its Court of Honour acknowledged that Kurjak had behaved
unethically. However, it judged that, because Kurjak had re-
tired several months earlier, the apologies submitted to
those concerned were adequate. It dismissed the case,
thereby implicitly sanctioning Kurjak’s behaviour.
Chalmers wrote: “This is a sad day for Croatian scientists
who wish to promote honesty and to outlaw misconduct
and cronyism within academia.”9

Some might argue that a journal’s responsibility ends
with the reporting of cases of plagiarism and the retraction

of the articles in question.10 However, as agents of change,
with the overarching aim of improving journals and, thus,
the evidence by which medicine is practised, journals have
an additional responsibility to follow through on unsatis-
factorily resolved cases. If medical journals do not take a
stand on these issues, we risk having our integrity com-
promised. Indeed, a recent article in Nature opines that
journals need to take allegations of plagiarism more ser-
iously.11

Owing to the lack of a prompt and proper handling of this
case, Professor Matko Marusic, 1 of 2 editors-in-chief of the
Croatian Medical Journal, went to the lay media.12 In an
Oct. 28, 2007, article, Croatia’s leading Catholic newspaper
quoted him talking about the “moral and intellectual crisis of
the Croatian academic community” and the Kurjak plagiar-
ism case.

Marusic is a whistle-blower: he saw what he construed to
be a miscarriage of justice and, at considerable risk to his
livelihood, went to the media. The Zagreb School of Medicine
has the necessary bylaws to prevent him from communi-
cating publicly about a case in progress, and it has every right
to launch an investigation into his actions. But the school
took the matter a step further.

The school has turned against the Croatian Medical Jour-
nal itself, calling into question the journal’s track record and
Marusic’s performance. In March 2008, it requested, as a pre-
liminary step in disciplinary action, a psychiatric opinion of
Marusic, despite the fact that only a court of law can request
such an assessment. The school did not follow the due
process as set out in the journal’s governance agreement.13

The agreement states that the journal’s Editorial Board is re-
sponsible for electing and dismissing the editor-in-chief; any
decisions have to be confirmed by the journal’s Joint Manage-
ment Board, whose members are chosen by its owners, the 4
schools of medicine of Croatia. Both the Editorial Board and
the Joint Management Board must agree on these human re-
source decisions. The Mediterranean Editors and Translators
have called this governance structure the “gold standard for
small journals.”14

On Mar. 25, 2008, the Zagreb University School of Medi-
cine’s dean, Nada Cikes, formally proposed an extensive re-
vision of the journal’s governance structure that would rob
the journal of its independence. In fact, the word “independ-
ent”  has been omitted from clause III of the proposed re-
vision.15 The proposal also calls for the deans of the other 3
medical schools to appoint or dismiss members of the jour-
nal’s Editorial Board, effectively making the journal a house
organ of the universities. Currently, the editors make these
appointments. Four of the 8 members of the Croatian Med-
ical Journal’s Joint Management Board rejected the proposedD

O
I:

10
.1

50
3/

cm
aj

.0
80

74
1

Integrity at the Croatian Medical Journal

All editorial matter in CMAJ represents the opinions of the authors and not necessarily those of the Canadian Medical Association.

CMAJ • June 17, 2008 • 178(13)
© 2008 Canadian Medical Association or its licensors

OOnnlliinnee--11

Editorial

Early release, published at www.cmaj.ca on May 12, 2008. Subject to revision.

 Early release, published at www.cmaj.ca on May 12, 2008. Subject to revision.



changes to the governance agreement and advised their re-
spective deans not to accept it. (see ref. 1) The deans have now
referred the issue to the councils of their schools.

The Croatian Medical Journal called in Dr. John Hoey,
CMAJ’s former editor-in-chief who was dismissed in Febru-
ary 2006, to offer an expert opinion on the proposed
changes.16 Hoey, who terms the proposal a “castration of the
editorial independence of the Croatian Medical Journal,”
writes that if the changes are accepted by all 4 owners, the
journal “will no longer be the CMJ and will no longer meet
internationally accepted standards for independence in re-
search and publication.”16 In other words, the journal will
cease to be.

In an interview with Science, Cikes said, “The whole thing
is immobilizing parts of the institution.” She then added, “I
am happy and proud that we have such a good journal.”17

Croatia should be proud of this world-class journal.
Founded just 17 years ago, the journal has a solid reputation
in the international community and is exemplary in its efforts
to foster authorship18 and improve the quality of medical re-
search, practice and education in Croatia. It has been a
staunch participant in the international arena for years; the
journal’s co-editor Ana Marusic, for example, is the current
president of the Council of Science Editors. With this case,
and the ensuing international furor, the country risks margin-
alizing its own medical and research community and is send-
ing the wrong message to the European Union, which it is
trying to join. Everyone involved in this case must rise above
the maelstrom and focus on the principle of editorial in-
dependence. The World Association of Medical Editors
“strongly supports the Marusics’ efforts to address ethical
breaches by authors in the pages of the journal.”19 We at
CMAJ concur. The Croatian Medical Journal editors are to be
congratulated for their thorough handling of these cases of
plagiarism and duplicate publishing and for their stalwart
stand for editorial independence.

As we at CMAJ well know, relationships between editors
and publishers are never simple. Both lose whenever a pub-
lisher tampers with editorial independence: the publisher’s
reputation is tarnished, and the journal’s integrity is com-
promised. Following the events of February 2006 at CMAJ,
the prinicipal authors of this editorial made the considered
decision to remain with the journal to see it through an in-
dependent review process. That review20 resulted in a stronger
governance structure that assures editorial independence.

Based on this experience, we urge the Zagreb University
School of Medicine to seek an independent assessment by an
international panel or impartial individual to review the gov-
ernance structure of the Croatian Medical Journal and medi-
ate a solution that ensures editorial autonomy.

In the end, this is not only about the Croatian Medical
Journal; it is about the integrity of all biomedical journals.
Without editorial independence the integrity of journals and,
de facto, the knowledge of medicine, will wither.

Barbara Sibbald BJ
Deputy Editor, News and Humanities
CMAJ
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Senior Associate Editor
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