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Prof. Dr.  Onur Hamzaoğlu from the Public Health Department, Faculty of Medicine, Kocaeli University disclosed to a journalist on 6 January 2011 some findings  of the survey “Exposure to Heavy Metals and State of Growth and Development of Newborns of Women Living in Kandıra and Dilovası Districts of Kocaeli Province” he had been conducting. Consequently, Kocaeli University launched an investigation about Prof. Hamzaoğlu and the Board of Ethics of the University gave a decision about the case. Upon these developments, you asked us to assess the case in terms of academic ethics and freedoms. We present below the assessment we made on the basis of four questions you forwarded as well as documents sent. 
1. As an academician working in the field of public health what did Prof. Hamzaoğlu do? 
Basing on the fact that 33% of deaths in Dilovası are caused by cancer, Prof. Hamzaoğlu has been studying environmental pollution in the area for seven years. In the present case, while being interviewed by a journalist (6 January 2011), Prof. Hamzaoğlu, did not speak about the outcomes of a completed survey but pointed out to some findings obtained from the second stage of a three-stage process. These findings, disclosed while the debate on the “establishment of (new) highly polluting industrial enterprises” in the area was going on, are related to analyses made (as of  14 October 2010) by TÜBİTAK-BUL of “colostrums” of 18 out of 56 post-natal women   and “meconium” of 20 out of 49 newborns.  Given existing circumstances, the sharing of these findings by Prof. Hamzaoğlu with “those concerned” – and “those concerned” are not only authorities who should take measures but also inhabitants in the area in question -   is not a breach but what a scientist whose duty is to contribute to public health should actually do. This is so since it seems inevitable and irremediable that environmental pollution in the area which eventually violates the right of the people to health will further aggravate if no action is taken. It will be too late when the damage to public health can be fully assessed. In these cases which cause irremediable damages and violate the right to heath (as in cases of silicosis emanating from jean stoning), it is essential to present scientific findings to the attention of “authorities” without delay. And Prof. Hamzaoğlu spoke about such findings in responding to a journalist.      

Yet, it is claimed that Prof. Hamzaoğlu disclosed information about the outcomes of the survey intentionally to instigate panic in public, the sensational presentation of this information by a journalist is presented as an evidence of this intention and the disclosure of information before the completion of the survey is considered as contrary to research ethics.   

This accusation can be found acceptable only formally since Prof. Hamzaoğlu spoke not about the final outcomes of the survey but some problematic findings obtained in the process. Also, addressing the situation not as a whole in its singularity but in formal terms, it is possible to assert that the survey is not completed yet. Indeed, at the third stage of the survey it is envisaged to observe the impact of environmental pollution on newborns up to age one and a half. In surveys with long time span and particularly in relation to problems which may end up with irremediable consequences, sharing intermediate outcomes with public is a normal practice in many countries.  

Furthermore, if this information is shared for the purpose of preventing the worsening of the state of pollution and if what is required by the reports of the Ministry of Health and the Parliamentary Investigation Commission has not been sufficiently fulfilled for years now, the sharing of information is actually what should be done by a specialist in public health.   


2- The Declaration on Academic Freedom and Autonomy of Institutions of Higher Education known as “Lima Declaration 1988” defines academic freedom as follows in its Article 1 (a):   
“’Academic freedom’ means the freedom of members of the academic community, individually or collectively, in the pursuit, development, and transmission of knowledge, through research, study, discussion, documentation, production, creation, teaching, lecturing, and writing.”
Article 6 in the same Declaration reads as follows:

“All members of the academic community with research functions have the right to carry out

research without any interference, subject to the universal principles and methods of scientific enquiry. They also have the right to communicate the conclusions of their research freely to others and to publish them without censorship.”
The autonomy of higher education institutions is defined as follows in Article 1 (c): 

"Autonomy" means the independence of institutions of higher education from the State and all other forces of society to make decisions regarding its internal government, finance, administration, and to establish its policies of education, research, extension work, and other related activities.”
Given these definitions, those engaged in sciences and universities are expected to behave this way and no one would expect that those acting on the basis of these principles can ever be accused. Nevertheless, in spite of these principles, some people and universities may be in hesitance or even act contrary to them. In such cases, investigation and sanctioning of what is done by academicians in the context of academic freedom may cause negative psychological effects on the academic world and society in general. This, in turn, prevents or at least makes it difficult for sciences to perform their social functions.    


3-4. As to the question on the confidentiality of discussions, views and decisions of the Board of Ethics, the course of discussion in the Board should be kept confidential and emerging views should be reported only to the Presidency of the University. As a matter of fact, the Regulation on the Working of the Board of Ethics, Kocaeli University lays down the following principles in this context:    

“Article 7

j) [The Board] works confidentially in all issues and problems that it evaluates, forms opinion or decide on and keeps all related information and documents confidential. 
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3) Confidentiality is essential in all issues addressed by the Board. The Board and its Secretariat is responsible for ensuring the confidentiality and safety of information and documents in files it works on.”  

Yet the facts that the decision of the board was taken on 14 September 2011 and in spite of its confidentiality the presence of the expression “...according to information obtained from the University, the Board of Ethics decided after its investigation that the act of the person concerned was not in compliance with relevant ethics...” in the defence of a sued person as recorded during the court session on 15 September 2011 suggest that the principle of confidentially is violated.   

In sum, addressing the case as a whole in its singularity the following inferences can be made: The assessment by the Board of Ethics is only a formal assessment; the Board interpreted the case of informing a member of the media about some findings obtained as a result of TÜBİTAK-BUTAL laboratory analyses as disclosure of outcomes of a yet uncompleted study; yet, while responding to questions put by a local journalist on the establishment of a new industrial enterprise in the area, Prof. Hamzaoğlu, concerned about the possible public health implications of this initiative, only spoke about the findings of the survey obtained up to that time  and the Board has missed the point that as a man of science Prof. Hamzaoğlu just wanted to draw the attention of authorities to this possibility before the emergence of irremediable problems in terms of public health. 
Keeping in mind that one of the leading causes of the recent earthquake disaster is the absence of such early warnings, it is vitally important to take necessary lessons from such experiences.


With our best regards, 

Prof. Betül ÇOTUKSÖKEN                         Prof. Ionna KUCURADİ                                   Prof. Harun TEPE 
[image: image1.png]



